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IN'l'RODUCTION 
"Of the transactions of the Ordnance Bureau I have 
kno vm less than of any others, 11 'Nrote Secretary of the 
Navy Gideon Welles in 1867. 11 President Lincoln busied 
himself in that branch ••• "1 Lincoln's private secretaries 
likewise testified that the President "took keen interest 
in all improvements in equipment, and often gave up a 
great deal of time to examining and testing anything of 
that , nature." 2 Yet the biographers of Lincoln, who have 
trodden on each other's heels for decades, have paid little 
heed to t he phase of Lincoln's life thus pointed out by 
his associates. Even Carl Sandburg's massive Abraham Lin-
coln: The War Years, whi ch surpasses all other biographies 
of Lincoln in detail, contains only four or five pages of 
disconnected anecdotes on that aspect of his Presidential 
years. 
Several circumstances account for the strange omission. 
With the exception of John A. Dahlgren, whose diary was 
published in part, none of the ordnanc e men who knew Lin-
coln left printed reminiscences like those of the President's 
political friends. Ivioreover , two principal manuscript 
lDiary of Gideon Welles (3 vols., Boston, 1911), III, 123. 
2Joh~ G. Nicolay and John Hay (eds.), Complete Works of 
Abraham Lincoln (1 2 vols., New York, 1905), IX, 283n. 
11 
sources of the story were obscure or inaccessible until 
recently. Only in the past decade or two have the Civil 
War records of the Army Ordnance Department been made avail-
able for convenient use in the NaUonal Archives; and only 
since 1947 have Lincoln's own papers been open to students. 
Finally, Lincoln's ordnance activities have been a sort of 
historical blind spot. Histori a ns of ordnance have shied 
from political figures; historians of politics have been 
excessively humble before the mysteri e s of ordnance. 
The aim of this study is to reveal a negl e cted phase 
of President Lincoln's activities as Commander-in-Chief, 
to exp lore further his methods as an administrator, and to 
show from a new vantage point his qualities as a man. In 
so doing, it is hoped, new light -perhaps the first strong 
light - will be turned on the role of inventors in the 
Oivil War and on Brigadier General James w. Ripley/- Chief 
of Army Ordnance, whose part in that conflict has never 
yet been adequately studied. 
CHAPTER I 
LINCOLN AND THE MACHINE AGE 
One source of Abraham Lincoln's strength as a leader 
of his people was the way in which he caught so many of 
their characteristics and carried them to greatness. In 
looks, to begin with, he was Brother Jonathan come to life, 
a tall, rawboned, rangy man with long arms and legs, big 
hands and feet, farseeing gray eyes set deep in a lean, 
leathery, craggy face, and crowning a~l, a wilderness of 
tousled black ha~r. In the tolerant, friendly way he had 
with people, Lincoln was the unmistakable American, careless 
of ceremony, brimming with anecdotes; and yet he stood firm 
in the dignity of self-reliance and self-respect. Above 
all, he found within himself a matchless power to evoke and 
define the enduring articles of American faith. All this 
was seen by some in his lifetime, as it has been seen by 
many since. But ~~ere was a side to Lincoln, quite as Amer-
ican as any other, which has long been obscured by the rail-
splitter legend. Though Lincoln knew both field and forest 
as well as most Americans of his day - and that was very 
well indeed -he was more than a backwoodsman in outlook. 
Like his exuberant, novelty-loving countrymen, Abraham Lin-
coln knew and liked the h achine Age. 
In Lincoln's powerful mind were qualities that would 
have served a scientist or an engineer. His brain grasped 
2 
and held and used what came to it, as his strong hands 
could grasp and use an axe. He "couldn't help remembering,tt 
he used to say, and as a lawyer he proved it in the courtroom, 
where a precise memory helped as much as it would have in 
a laboratory. 1 On at least one occasion Lincoln r-eme1I1be re.d 
certain testimony more accurately than did the court and the 
other lawyers together. 2 And of faculti .es more essential 
to the work of science than inert memory, Lincoln also had 
an ample share. His intelligence was no quick and facile 
thing, like that of his hero, Henry Clay; deliberation marked 
it, and reflective analysis.3 11 I am never easy when I am 
handling a thought, 11 said Lincoln, "till I have bounded it 
north , bounded it south, bounded it east, and bounded it 
west." 4 
The expression, and perhaps something of the practice, 
recalled Lincoln's surveying days. Lincoln's brief exper-
ience as a surveyor, like Washington's, came early in his 
career and bore but lightly on its inclination. When in 
1833 a rush of settlers came to Illinois, settlers who 
wanted roads laid out and baundarie s fixed, the hard-pressed 
lNoah Brooks, Washington in Lincoln's Time (New York, 
1895), P• 76. 
2carl Sandburg, Abrah am Lincoln: The Prairie Years (2 vola., 
New York, 1926), II, 251. 
3William H. Herndon and J e sse 'v. Weik, Herndon's Lincoln 
(3 vols., Chicago, 1890), I, 112. 
4Sandburg, Prairie Years, I, 472. 
3 
surveyor of Sangamon County looked about for a likely 
assistant and decided on young Mr . Lincoln of New Salem. 
Before taking the job Lincoln made sure that he would have 
time to study for it, and that it would tie him to no polit-
ical strings. Surveyor Calhoun lent his prospective assist-
ant a copy of Gibson's Theory and Practice of Surveying, which 
together with Abel Flint 's System of Geometry and Trigonometry 
the young postmaster studied by ~he fire on late fall nights, 
aided by the loca.l schoolmaster. 5 Gaunt and red-eyed with 
six weeks of hard study, Lincoln got some color back in the 
winter wind on Reason Shipley's farm, Where in the new year 
of 1834 he first tried his skill. 6 Often that year Lincoln 
bounded farms and mapped towns with neat lines and clear, 
careful scrlpt. His r eput a tion was good. ttBest surveyor 
in the country, 11 said one friend, and another remembered 
that Lincoln "found as many old corners as anyone."7 Young 
Lincoln readily conformed to the orderly discipline of 
mathematics and the painstaking accuracy of engineering. 
What was still more to his taste, he travelled about and 
met people. All the same, he would probably have agreed with 
a West Point cadet named William T. Sherman who wrote his 
brother not long after, that "engineering is not the thing 
5Ida M. Tarbell, The Life of Abraham Lincoln (4 vols., New 
York, 1924), II, 98-99; Rufus Rockwell Wilson, What Lincoln 
Read (Washington, 1932), PP• 43-44, 84n. 
--e'Fern Nance Pond, "Two Early Lincoln Surveys, 11 Abraham 
Lincoln Quarterlf, June, 1950. 
?David Mearnsed.), The Lincoln Papers (2 vols., New York, 
1948), I, 154, 156. 
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it is cracked up to be. 118 Lincoln the surveyor was a 
transient figure ; but fed by ambition, Lincoln the politician 
gre w steadily, and Lincoln the statesman stirred. 
Befor e fame came to Lincoln, the shadow of his obscur-
i ty darkened his s oul. From dep ths of melancholy he once 
revealed to a fri end how bitterly he f e lt his insignificance, 
how intensely he wanted the world to remember him , how 
sharply he craved to link his n ame with gneat and memorable 
9 
events. Reaching out for such fame, he tried his hand at 
i n v ention. Still preserved in Washington is a little model 
of a wagon with f r ont wheels tha t turn like those of an 
automobile whil e the axle holds its place; this, it is said, 
Lincoln whittled about 184o.10 Pol i tics was his forte; in 
the f a ll of 1847, after several years of apprenticeship at 
the state level, Lincoln l e ft Springfield for Washington as 
a 0 ongressman from Illinois. But the urge to win a place 
in the anna ls of tech nology remained with him. 
One day in the year 1848 or thereabouts, Gongressman 
Lincoln of Illinois took his small son Robert to see one 
of the sights ;s of Washington. The tall :t'esterner and his 
little boy walked together down that wheel-rutted earthen 
road, dignified with an occasional cluster of low wooden 
8Rache l Sherman 1I'hornd&ke ( ed.), The Sherman Letters (New 
York, 1894), p. 10. 
~Herndon and Weik, Lincoln, III, 524-525. v 
lOThe model and its caption are in the Lincoln Museum, 
Washington, D. C. 
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houses, which Washingtonians knew as F Street. In the 
distance stood the beginnings of the Treasury Building, a 
colonnaded facade with n othing behind it, while at Seventh 
~treet the Post Office and the Patent Office faced each 
other, as Henry Adams remembered seeing them a year or two 
later, "like white Greek temples in the abandoned gravel-
pits of a deserted Syrian city. 1111 The two sightseers were 
bound for the Patent office, a massive struct1~e whose style 
was Greek but whose substance was Virginia freestone and 
Maryland marble. Up the monumental flight of steps they 
trudged and past great fluted Doric columns, stopping at 
last in the model room. 12 The man and the boy, whom his 
father called 11 one of the little rare-ripe sort tbat are 
smarter at about five than ever after," stared in amazement 
at the variety of offspring to which American ingenuity had 
already given birth; and Congressman Lincoln solemnly agreed 
with his small son that nothing remained to be invented. 1 3 
But Lincoln himself presently helped to demons trate tre 
fallacy of that notion. In the fall of 1848, as Lincoln 
travelled home from Congress by way of the Great Lakes, his 
boat stuck on a sand bar, whereupon the resourceful captain 
had empty boxes and barrels shoved under her until she 
llHenry Adams, The Education of Henry Adams (Modern Library 
edition, New York, 1931), p. 44. 
12w. P . A. Guide Serj_es: Washington, City and Capital 
( Washington, D. C., 1937), PP• 950, 976, 977. 
l~earns, Lincoln Papers, I, 4-5. 
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pulled loose and swung out into deep water. From this the 
tall Illinois Congressman, who,se political future seemed 
modest at best, seized on an idea by which he hoped to win 
remembrance as an inventor. Why not, he asked himself, 
provide a vessel with great collapsible chambers on each 
side which could be expa nded and forced down into the 
water like a pair of buoyant stilts to help her ove~ bars? 
On~aching Springfield, Lincoln dropped in on a car-
penter shop to get advice and tools. For a few days there-
after shavings littered the floor of Lincoln's law office, 
while Mr. Lincoln descanted to his skeptical partner, 11 Billy11 
Herndon, on the revolution his device would work in steam-
boating and the boom times it promised for the silt-clogged 
Sangamon. 14 Presently a model shaped up , ingeniously rigged 
with rope, winch, and plunger devices to expand and contract 
the chambers. Now was the time to try public opinion. So 
Lincoln ambled over to John Williams's store, the town loaf-
ing place, and apprised Springfield's savants of the trial 
next day in a nearby watering trough. 
The crackerbarrel critics must have applauded. After 
the Thirtieth Congress became history in March, 1849, the 
ex-Congressman from Illinois sank thirty dollars in patent 
fees and engaged a lawyer as his agent. 15 Perhaps he dreamed 
14Herndon and Weik, Lincoln, II, 289-290. 
15or. Louis A. Warren (ed.), Lincoln Lore (Ft. Wayne, Ind.), 
June 4, 1945; Tarbell, Lincoln, II, 42-43. 
7 
of being the Fulton of the West, for the virus of invention 
can set a bigh fever . going. Unfortunately the virus is not 
always communicable. The nation's shipbuilders, immune to 
a man, left the Sangamon River to go unvexed whither it would, 
while in the hall of the Patent Offioe, Lincoln's plain little 
model sat stolid and unnoticed under the dust of the 1850's. 
Home again from Congress i n 1849, Lincoln felt the pull 
of mathematics upon his logical mind. He took up Euclid's 
Elements, he said, to find out what the ward "demonstrate" 
meant; he found out, dug deeper, and "nearly mastered the 
six books. 1116 Euclid jostle d Shakespeare in the traps of 
Lawyer Lincoln as he rode the circuit that year; the pair 
came out by candlelight, while in the same room Lincoln's 
snoring colleagues sounded their own version of the pons 
asinorum. 17 What Euclid bequeathed across the ages to the 
mind of the Illinois lawyer shaped some of Lincoln's 
greatest utterances. Sometimes he invoked the Alexandrian 
philosopher by name. 11 By a course of re ason:t.ng, 11 saic:l Lin-
coln in public debate, 
••• Euclid proves that all the angles in a triangle 
are equal to two right angles •••• Now, if you under-
take to disprove that proposition, ••• would you prove 
it to be false by calling Euclid a liar?l8 
16Helen Nicolay, Personal Traits of Abraham Lincoln 
(New York, 1913), pp. 40-41; Roy P. Basler (ed.), The Collected 
Works of Abraham Lincoln (8 vols., New Brunswick, N. J., 
1953), IV, 6 • 
17Wilaon, What Lincoln Read, p. 50. 
18Lincoln, Works, III, 18o. 
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Ana in a semi-pualia letter, Lincoln wrote: 
Oae woula start wita creat contiaence that ae coula 
convimoe any sane eaila taat ta• simpler propos• 
itions ot Euelia are true; aut, neTertaeless, ke 
woula tail, •tterly, witk one wao sko•la aeay ta• 
aetinitio•s ana axioas. Tae prineiples ot Jeff-
erson are tae aetinitions ana axioms of tree society.~9 · , 
W.etker or aot E¥•lia is namea,•• the locieal aiscipline •• 
tollowea perTaa•s all ot Lincoln's creat writincs, koweTer 
tar in suaject matter tkey may ae from mataemati•s. I• 
tke arrestin& preeision of its op•nin& pArase, in its mem-
oraale use ot the matkematical term "proposition••, such is 
true of tke Pr•siaent 1 s masterpiece, tae Gettysa•rc Aaaress. 
Natural sciences, on tke other han&, especially taos• 
witk no plain use, ratker aorea Lincoln. In taeir Sprincw 
tiela office, kis law partner Hern~on kept tke works ot 
Speneer, Darwin, ana other En&lish scientists; ana Hernaon 
aeTour•a them - ae sAia - with creat relish. But he ooula 
arouse •o suea app•tite in Lincoln. It occasionally th• 
lanky ex-Concressman snatekea one up ana turnea a few paces, 
it woula presently ae thrown iown as too keavy tor "an ora-
1nary mina" to a1cest. 20 Oae exception was an aale aook 
eallea Vestices ot the Natural History ot Creation, tken 
anonymous aut later oreaitea to a Scotsman namea Roaert 
Chamaers. Lincoln porea over the aook, tinainc in it tk• 
9 
seeas of wnat Darwin arou&ht to harTest. In Ok~aers's 
ilieas Lincoln saw an a~pealinc oonce,t of "miracles 
~aer law" wkiek asor1••• the worlli's myriali a,ecies not 
to a sincle act or oreation, iastant anli immuta•le, aut 
to crali.ual lieTelopment • like the uneeasinc crowth of Lin~ 
coln 1 s own aharaeter anli w1saom. 21 
TeehnoloCY, the art of a,plyinc science to material 
enas, meant more to Lincoln tkan the fine •ut seemincly 
profitless theories of Darwin ana Speneerj ana amonc the 
•ooks Billy Hernaon exposeli to kis partner was one wkiok 
Ja.elpea cratify tll.e ollier man's curiosity aao\lt appliea sci• 
enee, a aook Lineoln likea so well that 4e aou~t his own 
eopy. T~e Annual of Scientific Discovery coverea the 
year's procress in arts ana sciences for the ceneral reaaer 
as well as the specialist. Its contriautors ineluliea SQCA 
prominent men as Louis Acassiz, tke so8loc1st, aaa Jeffries 
Wyman, the anatomist, to wkose efforts were aaaea •its cull-
ea trom kere ana a•roaa, all croupea unaer suca heaaincs 
as ttMeab.anics ana Useful Artsn,"Natural Ph.ilosoph.y", ana 
11Cla.em1cal Seienoe". Tke Altnual was popi.lar tft.roup the 
1850's, for taouch it scarcely proTiaea a scientifie eauea-
tion, it offerea much of mer1t.22 Certainly Liftcoln tAouc11.t 
21 William E. BartoR, The Soul of Aaraham Lineoln (New 
Yo~~~ 1920), PP• 16~-170. 
Tke Scientific Amerioan, Mar. 30, 186lj Frea B. Joyner, 
DaTia Ames Wells, Oaampion of Free Traae (Oeaar Rapias, Iowa, 
1939), p. 20. Wells, a sli&ftt, spectaclea, fair-hairea 
younc New Enclanaer, was eaitor of the Annual. In tke s~er 
of 1864, Lincoln oallea upon kim for some financial aavice 
ana startea him on h.is career as one of America's foremost 
economists (lo~er, pp. 24-31). For Lincoln's wartime inter-
Tiew with Acassiz, see Brooks, op. eit., Pit• 305-306. 
10 
it wortawhile. tti ltave wante& suo:ft a •ook for years," 
h.e tol& Hern•on, "•ecause I sometimes make ex}teriments 
an& kave thou&Ats a•out tke }tkysical worla taat I •o not 
know to •e true or false. I may, -.,. this •ook, eorreot 
my errors ana save time an• ex}tease.tt23 Much of waat Lia• 
colD knew of current science ana tecltnolo&y must kave 
come from this little review. 
Livin& as Lincoln aia most or ais life in kalt-tamea 
wilaerness or ,rairie town, lte missea tae refinements of 
technolocical }tro~ress; tae Wkite House was only six ~ears 
akeaa tor kim wken ~as li&hts first flarea throuca the aark-
ness of S}trincfiela's main square.24 On the aircuit he 
went to a little show at the local Acaaemy ana ram•lea on 
afterwaras -.y the fire a•out the electrical maokine, tlte mac-
ic lantern, ana other seientifie toys ke Aaa seen tnere. 
His frienas were not m•ch im,ressea; they haa known a•out 
those thincs as sc:aool-.oys. "Yes," saia Lincoln saaly, 
"I now l\ave an aavantace over you, for tite first time in 
my life seeinc these thin&s which are, of course, common 
to those who haa, what I aia not, a ckance at an eaucatioD 
when. they were younc. '' 25 
B•t no Cainese wall eneirelea Illinois. Durin& tlte 
23Al-.ert J. Beveriace, A-.ranam Lincoln, 1809-1858 (BostoD, 
1928, 2 vola.), I, 520a. 
24paul M. An&le, ttHere I Have Livea" (New Brunswick, N. J., 
19~g>, It• 160. 
Tar•ell, Liacoln, II, 57. 
11 
fifties, the Machine Age began to t ake hold in Springfield. 
Steam engines hissed and pounded in its mills, ready made 
clothe s piled up on its counters, reapers clattered over 
its tributary farms. 26 The growth of such new forces in 
Mi dwestern life called as loudly for lawyers to mark their 
bounds as settlers had called for surveyors. Lincoln an-
s wered the summons gladly and with substantial success. 
What he had picked up here and there in the way of techni~al 
knowledge served him well in patent cases. From memories 
of a sawmill he had worked in long before, he was able to 
explain, in a case that involved a patent water wheel, just 
how water acted on mill wheels and to make his explanation 
so clear that the jury saw it right away. 27 
Though Lincoln's most important success as a lav~er was 
not in a patent case, it demanded a grasp of engineering 
principles. This was the Effie Afton or Rock Island Bridge 
case. In it railroads met river men, North met South, and 
by a twist of fate Lincoln and his future antagonist Jeff-
erson Davis played major roles on opposite sides. 
The struggle began wh e n railroads, reaching out to bind 
l est with East, encountered the Mississippi River and its 
rich North-South trade. Between the Illinois and Iowa 
shores lay Rock Island, inviting the crossing of a northern 
26Angle, "Here I Have Lived", p. 178. 
27Herndon and Weik, Lincoln, II, 330; Lincoln, Works, II, 
104n. 
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transcontinental railroa~. But Secretary of War Jefferson 
DaTis, a Mississi~~ian wao ohampionea a southern route, 
claimea Rock Islana as the pro~erty of his aepartment ana 
ret.sea to let the railroaa auila a ariace there. At last 
the courts aeciaea acainst Secretary Davis, the aria&• waa 
a~ilt, ana the river interests of New Orleans ana St. Louis 
aes~airea.28 
TAen, on May 6, 1856, the steamaoat Effie Afton •raskea 
into a ~ier of tke new Rock Islana Briace, eaucat fire, ana 
sank. Baokea ay tke Southern river ~orts, ker owners suea 
tke Roek Islaaa Railroaa for aamaces aaa sou&ht to kave ita 
aria&• remove& as an oastr~ction to navication. Tke Rail-
roaa hirea Lincoln to fi&kt for it, ana Lincoln set k~aelf 
to ~reserve what Jefferson Davis haa strainea ais ~ower 
to aestroy. Much of th.e case restea on whether or not tke 
ari&&e actually presentea an oastruction that coula not ae 
passea wita reasonaale skill ana care. Lincoln walkea out 
on tke ariace to see. From one of its wooaen trussea-arck 
s~ans ke peerea aown at tke river as it passe& aetween stone 
piers, rekearsinc in kis mina wkat must kave kappenea when 
tke Ettie Afton .orasaea ana what must aappen saoula other 
aoats try to pass. From trainea encineers he cot aata on 
tae cross-seetion of the channel, tke rate of flow, the 
lencts ana hei&ht of spaas. WRen he rose in the courtrooa, 
2Bnwitat L. A&new, "Jefferson Davis ana the Rock Islana 
Briace", Iowa Journal of History, Jan.ary, 19~9. 
1~ 
tkerefore, it was with commana of the essential ~rinoiplea 
ana facts, clear in kis mina ana maae elear to otkers. In 
one instance, wll.en he spoke of 11 the ~ower of the •oat in 
that araw" as aeinc "si+-iles an ltour," ltis cltoioe or teras 
was one whiak DO trainea en&ineer woula have maae; aut kis 
meaninc was plain enou&R. 29At the olose of the ease, tlte 
jury acreea to aisacree, whioh meant tltat tae ariace stooa, 
the trains crosse&, tlte northern route prevailea, ana tlte 
traae of ~lains ana ~rairies turnea East, not so~tn. 30 
As tae fifties ~assea ana tne aays of kis creatness 
arew near, power. meeltanieal as well as politioal, ltauntea 
Limooln's m•sincs. Hearinc tke Falls roar at Niacara in 
1&50, watekinc tlteir creat wei&Rt twmale uselessly into tlte 
cor&•, •• s~eoulatea on tfteir latent ~ower ana on 11 t1l.e vast 
~ower t.fte sun is eonstantly exertinc in t h o quiet,noiseless 
op~eration of 11ft1n' water~ to ae rainea &own acain~ 31 
Men whom Lincoln knew, wkose rails lte kaa s~lit, whose fielas 
he haa measure&, whose laws•its ke ~aertook, waose votes 
he sou&Rt, watohea a new ~ower turn the wkeels of inaustry 
- watehea ana wonaerea. If steam ooula kammer out a aar 
of iron, tney reasonea, way eoula it not tkreslt crain? If 
il coula ~ull a train, why not a ~low? In Enc!ana, ay tlte 
late fifties, stationary encines with winches ana oaales 
were araccinc plows aack ana forth across com~act fielas, 
2gLinaoln's teehAioal ar~ents are in Works, II, •16w•22; 
tASQ!hrases quote& are in~., II, •19. 
I•ia., II, +l. "- · 
31Iaic.., I I , 10. 
•ut statioaary encines were useless on tke s,rawlin& acres 
of Illinois.~2Nevertheless, steam plows of some ki&a, saia 
tae Scientific American, were "tke very acencies which far-
mers on the prairies, who aave larce tracts to eultiTate 
every season, require.n33 
Early in the fall of 1859 Lincoln mountsa a tlac-toppea 
platform in the State Fair crounas at Milwaukee, the steam 
plow notion workinc in his mina; ke haa •e•n invitea •Y tte 
Wiseonsin State Acrie~ltural Society to make tae recalar 
aairess which was a feature of suck fairs. Before the 
speaker stooa such a orowa as those he haa tacea in his re~ 
cent ae•ates with Senator Douclas, •ut politics stooa aajourn-
ea tkat aay in favor of acrioulture. LineolB was no far.mer, 
he tol• his hearers. Nevertheless, since they lookea tor 
some ceneral succestions on acriculture tkey saoula kave 
tkem. Be&innin& witk a persuasive plea for more intensive 
far.min&, ke turnea to the steam plow question. 
"I have thou&ht a cooa aeal, in an aastract way, a•out 
a Steam Plow," Lincoln tola t~ orowa.~ Tkey listenea with 
respe6tful attention, for they, too, haa their tkou&hts o~ 
the su•jeet, ana its aistincuisaea expositor, tAou&h a«mittei-
ly no farmer, aore the mark of fame alreaay upon hta. Lin-
coln put Ais fin&er on a funaamental proal~ . involTea in 
52walaeaar Kaempffert (ea.), A Popular Histort of American 
I~ention (2 vola., New York, 1924), II, 300. 
$Fe•. 23, 1861. 
34Henry J. Peterson, "Lincoln at the Wis•onsin State Fair 
as Reeallea •Y Jokn w. Hoyt", Lincoln Herala, Dee., 1949. 
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self•propellea steam plows: the pro•lem of wei&at. The 
•iccer the encine, the more power neeaea to move it, ana 
the more power neeaea, the •ic&•r the encine haa to ••· 
WRen an encine movea on ~ooth, hara rails, tae aifficulty 
was not serious; •ut on tlle sof't crouna of a pra:trieft tara, 
tae aase was otaerwise. Lincoln put forwara llis own tent-
ative solution' 
Suppose you shoul4 constru•t the macnine so as 
to out a succession of short furrows, say a roa 
in lencth, transversely to the course the maeaine 
is locomotinc, somethinc like the shuttle in 
weavinc. In such case the whole machine woula 
move Nortk only the wiath of a furrow, waile in 
lencth, the furrow woula •• a roa from East to 
West. In such case, a very larce proportion of 
the power, woula •e appliea to the actual plow-
inc. B~t in this, too, there woula •e a aifti-
culty, which woula •e the cettinc of the plow 
~ ana out of,the crouna, at the· enas of all 
these short furrows. 
I •elieve, however, incenious men will, if 
taey have not alr~~ay, overcome tlle aifficulty 
I kave succestea. -
Lincoln's notion was novel ana saowea oricinality of 
thou&At; ana what was more than some inventors coula •rin& 
themselves to ao, Lincoln went on to wei&h factors of cost 
ana upkeep, ttnotu, he averrea, "tn oraer to aisoourace, •ut 
in oraer that ••inc seen, they may •e the more reaaily 
overcome.u36 The Milwaukee Sentinel pronouncea his speecit 
37 
t11n every sense a practical ana reaaa•le effort." 
~5Linooln,Works, III, •76. 36Iaem. 
37Peterson, loc. oit. 
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Stren•ous efforts were maae in succeeainc months to 
solve the pro•lem Lincoln tacklea in that part of his 
speech, •ut if anyone translatea Lincoln's hint into a 
workinc maehine, it was not a success, nor were any of the 
other aevioes.~ While Lincoln still liYea, tme project 
of steam plows seemea to have fallen into aisrepute for 
reasons which the Scientific American founj_ "inscruta•le.n39 
After the Presiaent 1 s j_eath, some monstrous specimens op-
presse• American soil, one in California havinc j_riYe wheels 
each eicateen feet wiae; •ut the savinc notion of the cater-
pillar treaa, which many tinkerea with throuch the nine• 
teenth eentury, was not maae to work *ntil the first year 
of tne twentieth. Close upon it, the licht, powerful cas• 
oline encine •roucat Lincoln's aream to workinc reality.•o 
Enou&R has ••en saia •Y now to succest why, when Liaeoln 
Yenturea fortk for the first an• only time as a popular 
lecturer, •• caose as the su•jeot of his talk "Discoveries 
ana Inventions." The aisquisition eYOlTea from a piece •Y 
Georc• BanGroft which a colleacue haa reaa to Lincoln on ~ 
circuit. After ruminatinc on it, Lincoln tol• kis aisapproY• 
inc frienas he •elieve• he woula try aoinc one in a si~lar 
Yein. So he cot up a talk wkieh leanea heavily on the 
aeYelopment of ancient technolo&Y as reveale• in the Bi•le, 
ana aeliYerea it •etore the Younc Men1 s Association at 
38sc1. Amer., IV (1861), PP• 29, 1•5·1•6, 301, 397. 
39I•ia.,Jan. 16, 186•• 
•oKae:rnpffert, Po!ular History of .American Invention, JI.,30 \ 1.;,o3. 
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Bloomin&ton, Illinois.•1 When ke maae •ola to repeat it 
tor the Laaies Li•rary Association in the same town, the 
pu•lic renaerea a harsh veraict. "I paia a quarter ana 
weRt early to cet a seat," wrote a younc law stu.aent to his 
father some months later. "It was a •eautiful eveninc, ana 
the lecture haa •een well aavertisea •ut for some reason 
not explainea, only a•out •o persons were present, ana Ola 
A•e woula not speak to such a small orowa, ana they paia 
us •ack our quarters at th.e aoor.u•2 
But the iaea stayea with Lineoln. He rewrote the lecture 
oompletely at some time aurin& the ensuin& year, leavin& out 
most of ais Si.lical authority ana •rin&inc in the influenc6 
of patent laws ana prin.in& on the aevelopment of technolO&Y• 
Juacea as an essay in technolo&ical history, the effort was 
luaicrous; Lincoln himself presentea it more as a humorous 
piece with political overtones, ana even in that li&ht its 
merit was uneven.•3 In ita hints of Lincoln's ceneral out-
look on the eve of his Presiaency, the seeon& ttDisooveries 
ana Invention:s" lecture may well carry "real sicnificance"•• 
for tke atuaent of Lincoln's life, •ut the culture-minaea 
citizens of Jacksonville, Decatur, Sprin&fiela, ana Pontiac 
were not lookinc for auto•iocrapkical re~elations. Tryin& 
•lLineoln, Worka,II, •37·••2• 
•
2Harry E. Pratt {ea.), Coneerninc Mr. Linco~n {Sprincfiel&, 
Ilt!' 19 •• ), P• 22. 
Lincoln, Works, III, 356 - 363. 
,.J. G. Ranaall, Lincoln the Presiaent: Sprin&fiela to 
GettiaWur& {2 vola., New York, 19•5), I, •4. 
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out his lect•re on another auaience in January. 1860• 
Lincoln mai.e no •etter im~ression than •efore.45 
His failure as a lecturer on technolocioal kistory kurt 
Lincoln. Askei. to i.eliver a lecture at Gales•urc, he •eccea 
off on the crounas that he "must stick to tlte courts awhile." 
He aaaea in i.e~recation of his ~revious effort. "I reaa a 
sort of lecture to three i.ifferent auaiences aurin& the 
last month ana this; •ut I ali. so uni.er circumstances which 
mai.e it a waste of no time whatever."•6 Ani. he expressea . 
hia morti~ioation more i.irectly when jokei. •Y a friena a•out 
the episoae. "Don1 t, 11 lte •eccea cooa-natureny. "that plapes 
me.n4:7Yet even tls.en, while his ~oor rece~tion as a lecturer 
ranklea fresh in Lincoln's mini., tAe aoor to fame in quite 
another sphere was swincin& slowly open. To a man in Rock 
Islani. who hai. inviteahlm to lecture there, Lincoln wrote 
' 
to pleai. pressure of other encacements. ana ai.i.ea: 
As to the other matter you kinaly mention, I must. 
in candor, say I ao not think myself fit for the 
Presiaency. I certainly am flatterea, ani. crat~fiea. 
that some partial frienas think of me in that connect• 
ion; •ut I really think it •est for our cause that 
no eoiftertea effort, suea as you succest. shoula •• 
maae. 
Despite Lincoln's aisclaimers. the time ot his createst 
trial ani. his createst triuaph was near at hani.. The slavery 
quarrel was i.isru~tin& the Democratic party; in the conventions 
~5Pratt, Concernin& Mr. Lincoln, p. 21. 
'
6Lincoln. Works, III, ~74:. ~7Herni.on ani. Weik, Lincoln, III, 4:~9n. 
4:8Lincoln, Works, III. 377. 
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of 1860, the Democrats split into .Northern ana Southern 
win&s, ana the Repu•lieans, hot on the scent of victory, 
namea A•raham Lincoln for the Presiaency. Southern hotheaas 
threateneci. to seeeae from the Union if Lincoln were,/ eleotea; 
he was, ana South Carolina set the pace •Y seceainc on 
Decem•er 20, 1860. 
Lincoln's half-for&otten inTention enjoyea a measure 
of •elatea notoriety after its author's election to t&e 
Presiaency. A few aays •efore South Carolina left the Union, 
the Scientific American allotteci. nearly all of one column 
to the aevice. Thousanci.s of woula-ae Whitneys ana Fultons 
read. with interest of their spiritual kinship with the 
President-elect. From an am•rotype the ma,azine proaucea 
an accurate en,ravin& of Lincoln's moael ana accompaniea 
it with a full aescription of its intenaea operation, •ut 
as to any practical merit in it, eaitorial comment was aamn-
incly evasive. The perioaical cuesseci. that its readers in~ 
cluaea thousanas who coulci. think up a •etter scheme for the 
purpose, •ut, it aci.aea tactfully, "how many of them woulti 
•e a•le to compete successfully in the race for the Pres-
iaency?l Ana relative to that, it hopea that uthe author 
of it will have ietter success in presiain& as Cnief Macist-
rate over tke people of the entire Union than he has haa 
••• in introaucin& his invention."4:9 Tla.e events of sueceea-
4:9 Sci. Amer., Dec. 1, 1860. 
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inc weeks threatenea to aeny even this moaest ~etttion, 
•ut after four tremenaous years, the same ~a,er •roucht 
in a craceful veraict. 11The author's skill in •uoyinc 
the creat vessel of state over aancerous •reakers," it 
saia of the aeaa inventor in 1865, "has ma.ti.e his name 
honoree. throu&lJ.out the whole civilizea worla. 1150 
Thus, at the closin& of his }trairie years, the char~ 
acter A•raham Lincoln •ore amonc those who knew aim in-
cluaea a knack for pro•lems of mathematics ana encineer• 
inc. 51 As late as 1859, a ceneration after his junkets 
with com~ass ana chain, Lincoln's O}tinion on a ais,utea 
,oint was sou&ht •Y a convention of surveyors who haa met 
in S}trin&fiel4i.52 Thou&h his ex,eriences as inventor ana 
lecturer may have lessenea his self-confiaence in technical 
matters, his success in ,atent law ana in the Rock !slana 
Briace case must have left Lincoln with the feelinc that 
such knowleti.&e was at least not •eyona him, that he coula 
stuay it out ana see tt throuch it if neea •e. Ana he oar-
riea with him to the White House the same zest for mechan-
leal novelties he haa manifestea at the little show he 
saw on th.e Illinois circuit. "The Presiaent," wrote a '6rit-
ish corres}ton4i.ent in 1861, "is animatea •Y a most extra-
50 Sci. 4mer., May 27, 1865. 
51Mearns, Lincoln Papers, I, 159. 
52Tar•ell, Lincoln, II, 97. 
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orainary curiosity a•out naval matters ana machinery."53 
PerAaps if the Yisitinc Briton haa known more a•out tke 
"Railsplitter" ana his life in Illinois, the Presiaent's 
interest in machinery woula have seemea less extraorainary. 
S3William Howara Russell, MI Diary North ana Soutk {New 
York, 1863), p. 187. Hereafter cite& as Russell, MI Diary. 
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CHAPTER II 
LINCOLN AND DAHLGREN 
On the •richt, •lustery £orenoon of March •, 1861, a 
slenaer naval offieer namea John A. Dahl&ren stooa quietly 
in the erowa which haa linea Pennsylvania Avenue to see the 
inaucural procession.! In his mina were heavy fore•oain&s, 
for as chief orananoe officer at the Wasain&ton Navy Yara 
he knew sometkin& or tke aisloyalty whick riaalea the Fea-
eral &overnment, ana on this occasion the air was fillea 
with threats of violence. 2 Win& whippea tkrouch the •are 
ailanthus trees, ana arouna their white-washea sentry-•oxes 
pressea a tensely silent crowa. The •roaa co••lestone street 
•oastea the only pavinc in town, thou&h so •roken, rutty, 
· ana aust-•uriea that it seemea more a matter of arehaeoloc-
ical speculation, ana tne avenue was flankea in its oourse 
f'rom Wh.ite House to Capitol •Y "most irrecularly--.uilt 
houses in all kinas of material, from aeal plank to mar•le 
• of all Aei&fits, ana every sort of traae."l From the •al-
conies ana winaows of these scowlea many an unfrienaly face, 
1Manuscript memoir written •Y John A. Dahlcren in tae fall 
of 1866, now •eloncin& to Joseph Dahlcren of Charlottesville, 
Va., p. 63 (hereafter citea as Dahlcren, ms. memoir); some 
of the circumstances of tAe aay are arawn from Marcaret Leech, 
Reveille in Washincton (New York, 1941), PP• •3-•5. 
2Maaeleine Vinton Dahlcren, Memoir of John A. D~l&ren 
(Boston, 1882), P• 328 (hereafter cite& as M. v. Danlcren, 
Memoir). 
3Russell, MI Diary, P• 20. 
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ana on the housetops as noon struck, militiamen witk 
loaaet rifles moYea to their posts. A alare of aana music 
sounaea trom Willara•s Hotel, ana presently an open aaroucke 
escortea ay restless cavalry jounce& past, aearinc in silence 
the pale, wry•neckea incumaent, James Buchanan, ana his 
tall, self.,.posaessea Western successor, Aaraham Lincoln, 
his ruccea face now aaornea with a aristly crowth of alack 
aeara.• 
Oonnnanaer Dahlcren, his thin, intense, weath.eraeaten 
face still crim with apprehension, followea the orowa to 
the Capitol auilain& where Mr. Lincoln was to take office.5 
Like the Union, its Capitol was in a state of upheaval. The 
new aome was not yet finish8i; it stooa open to the turaulent 
sky, while seattere~ aaout tae crounas lay marale alocks ana 
scrolls, fra&ments of lumaer, ana other a~aris of crowth -
or was . it aecay16 In a hich-pitehea, resonant Yoice, the 
new Presiaent aeliverea his inaucuaal aaaress, a sincere ana 
reasonea appea'l to past ties ana present sense. "We are 
not enemies, aut frien.as, 11 he saia. "We must not ae enemies. 117 
There was a aurst of a,plause, ama caaavero~s ola Ckief Just-
"' ice Rocer Taney sworeAthe sixteenth Presiaent of the Unite& 
States - ana for all Ae or anyone else eoul~ know, the last. 
Suaaenly tke air was fillea with the premonitory tkunaer of 
4:teech, ReYeille in WasAin&ton, p. 4:3; Lincoln's cooLness 
is aescriaea in Ranaall, Lineoln the Presiaent, I, 294:. 
5M. v. Dahlcre», Memoir, p. 32e. 6A photocraph. of the Capitol in aaout May, 1861, is re-
pr~aueea in Ranaall, Limeoln the Presiaent, I, opp. P• 288. 
Lincoln, Works, IV, 271. 
cans • two •atteries of li&ht artillery whick ola Gen-
eBal Winfiela Scott haa postea on Capitol Hill were firin& 
a a salute. 
Commanaer Dahlcren •reathea more easily ana returnea 
to his auties at the NaTy Yara. They were ooncenial to 
aLm. Dahlcren haa ••en •orn in the Unite& States of a 
Sweaish father ana an American mother in the same year aa 
Lincoln; ais scientific ana mechanical talents may have •••n 
inheritea, for his father's family incluaea seYeral emin-
ent physicians ana chemists, while his mother haa a knack 
for aesicnin& thincs. 9 Younc Dahlcren joine~ the Na-yy at 
an In .. iana creek,; ana after a few years of sea auty, he •e""' 
oame en&rossea in the stuay of oranance.10 Most of kis work 
therein was aone at the Washincton Navy Yara, wAere he went 
as a lieutenant in 18•7 to superTiee the manufacture of 
Hale's war rockets. Becinnin& with one ena of a tim•er shea 
as a worksho~, the new officer took hola so raJdaly that 
Within two months his auties haa spreaa to incluae other 
orinanee activities. He esta•lisnea the waters off the Yara 
as a firinc ranee; ana all in all, so enercetically ana 
successfully ala he la•or that at len&th the whole emphasis 
of the Yara's work chancea from ship•uilainc ana fittinc to 
8Leech, ReYeille in Washin,ton, P• •5. 
9y. v. Daalcren, Memoir, PP• 6••• 
1°Taylor Peck, Rouna-saot to Rockets (Anna~olis, 19~9), 
~P· 106-107; Tar•ell, Lincoln, I, •~· 
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orananee.ll By 1861, Dahlcren haa alreaay acaievea an 
en~ia•le reputation in that fiela. His eontri•utions to 
naval armament ~cluaea a li&At •oat-howitzer, a •ayonet 
for Navy rifles, ana the Dahlcren cannon which for years 
after the war was to remain the principal armament of the 
Umitea States Na"t')'.12 Dah.lcren systematically aistri•utea 
the metal in his cun so as to aaapt strencth to strain at 
all points. · In aoin& this, the wei&ht of metal was shiftea 
•ack from the forwara part to the •reech; ana a cannon 
emer&ea with a sl6m chase flowinc mnoothly into a •ul•ous 
•reecll, a shape that arew upon itself the nickname "soaa-· 
water •ottle."13 
Dahl&ren aaa ••en •orn in Philaaelpkia, ~t most other 
officers atationea at the Yara were Southerners; ana as t•• 
lower South -ecan to fall away from the UnioD, the oranaRee 
officer!a eolleacues "craaually receaea from that frank 
communion wliich is apt to exist •etween officers of the 
same serTiee."l' E~•n the Commanaant, a Marylanaer n~ea 
Franklin Buchanan, scarcely iiscuisea his Southern sy.mpatnies; 
a year or so later, he was to eommana the Confeierate iron• 
o~aa Vircin1a (or Merrimac) in her historic fi&ht with the 
Monitor+5 Dahl&ren, as chief of the Yara 1 s orinance aepart-
11-v.·· :~. , :J. , .... a R .JF.~.9.J. 1 , Rf).na•.t ollot to ockets, P• 105. 
12l•ia., pp• 106•107, 110; M. v. Dah1&ren, Memoir, p. 314; 
Russell, My Diary, P• 27. 
13peck, Rouna-Shot to Rockets, p. 106. 
l•Dah1cren ms. memoir, J• s7 • . 
15Ro•ert U. Johnson ana Clarence C. Buel (eis.), Battles 
ana Leaaers of the CiTil War <• vola., N.Y., 1888), I, 697. 
(Hereafter eitea as Battles ani, Leaaers). 
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ment, held a key post; for though the stock of ar.ms in 
his charge was not large, it was choice, and the Mar.yland 
countryside a few hundred yards across the river swarmed 
with secessionists. On the south, the y·ard was bounded by 
the Anacostia River, a branch of the Potomac, on the north 
and east by a brick wall, and on the west, where the artill-
ery, rifles, and powder were store~1 by nothing more than 
11 an old and infirm wooden fence. 1116 Fortunately Captain 
m Buchanan was aisposed at the m~ent to uphold his trust, and 
he therefore put the Yard in a posture of .defense.l7 Com-
mander Dahlgren, for his part, moved all the breech-loading 
rifles and light artillery to the most defensible building 
he could find, laid in a store of fuel and water, barred 
ingress to all save a few trusted men, secretly transferred 
the powder to the loft of the large ordnance workshop in 
range of his shellfire, and waited in grim confidence for 
the siege.18 
There was no siege; but Dahlgren's resolute loyalty 
and his high professional standing marked hi.1'U as a coming 
man in the Union ~avy, especially since his Southern col-
leagues seemed on the point of going. When the famous 
British correspondent, William H. Russell of the London 
Times, came to the Capital, the shrewd newsman drove down 
16~~~ Dahlgren, ms. memoir, PP• 74-75. 
17peck, Round-Shot to Rockets, P• 115. 
18i>ahlgren, ms. memoir, PP• 59-60. 
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to the Yard, a mile or so south of the Capitol Building. 
Russell was a portly, soft-spoken, quietly dressed gentle-
man in his late thirties, quaintly described by the Wash~ 
ington Star as "a fine specimen of the Great Brittainous 
genus homo.ttl9 At the Yard's massive stone gate he encount-
ered two sentries carrying brightly polished arms and dress-
ed amartly in dark blue tunics with yellow facings and 
eagle buttons, white Berlin gloves, and caps something like 
French k~pis .. 11all very clean and creditable," he thought. 
Inside the Yard, Russell was impressed by the "air of 
agreeable freshness" about its red-brick buildings picked 
out with white stone and its two or three green grass-plots, 
20 fenced in by pillars and chains and bordered by trees. 
Down by the river stood the great covered ship ways, a huge 
barnlike structure with a gaping mouth big enough to swallow 
a ship whole - indeed, the ribs of one rested there at that 
moment, as if ~n process of digestion. Dark plumes of 
smoke trailed over the ~ard from two big stacks, and the 
noise or steam and machinery was everywhere. 21 
Russell found Dahlgren 11in a modest office, surrounded 
by books, papers, drawings,and models, as well as by shell 
and shot and racks of arms of different descriptions;" they 
19April 3, 1861. 
20Russell, My Diary, P• 27. 21rdem.; and various contemporary photographs published 
in Jeck, Round-Shot to Rockets, between pages 28 and 29. 
talked for two hours or more. Dahlgren thought Russell 
"very clever." In his published account of the interview, 
Russell remarked that "all inventors ••• must be earnest 
self-reliant persons, :full of confidence, and, above/ all, 
impressive, or they will make little way in the conservat-
ive, status-quo-loving world," and he justly assigned Dahl-
gren to that formidable species of individual. Perhaps un-
wittingly, Russell played an unflattering light on Dahl-
gren's high-strung temper. "He has to fight," wrote Russell, 
11with his navy department, with the ar.my, with boards and 
with commissioners, - in fact with all sorts of obstructors.u 
However true this may have been, however real "the parsimony 
of the department" which Dahlgren was said to have deplored, 
it all looked a little peevish, not to say indiscreet, in 
cold print; and Dahlgren was understandably annoyed with 
the clever Mr. Russell when it came out. 22 11How is Dahl-
gren1" wrote Russell penitently a few months later to a mut-
ual friend. 11 I hope the dear old man's dander has gone 
down now - & that he will go on making his guns in peace & 
quietness."23 
Since Inauguration Day, Dahlgren had seen the President 
only from a distance. It was not that the Commander suffer-
ed from diffidence, but 11 the throng that gathered about" Mr. 
23Russell to Henry Augustus Wise, Jan. 5, 1862, Wise Papers, 
New York Historical Society. 
22M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 328; Russell, My Diary, P• 27. 
Lincoln, mostly office-seekers, "was impenetrable.n24 The 
President himself made the first move toward acquaintance-
ship, and a surprise move at that. Perhaps he had learned 
something of the situation at the Navy Yard; perhaps curio• 
sity alone drew him. On April 2, 1861, a gray, gusty day, 
the officers of the Navy Yard were "pleasantly surprised" 
(as the ~ ironically reported) to see Mr. Lincoln and 
his family drive up to the great stone gate and into the 
Yard.25 There was a hubbub of impromptu ceremony and a 
twenty-one gun salute, but with rather pointed directness 
Lincoln drove to Dahlgren's office and asked for that spir-
ited supporter of the Union. 20 But Dahlgren was away at the 
moment, so Captain Buchanan took the callers on a two hour 
tour of the workshops. Lincoln was delighted with the 
ingenious machinery, the foundry where boat howitzers and 
brass field pieces were turned out, the cool, cavernous 
ship ways, and the general neatness of the Yard; so, it may 
be supposed, were the Lincoln boys, though how much of the 
First Lady's rapture was real and how much merely polite 
is harder to ga•ge.27 Similarly obscure are the feelings 
of secessionist Franklin Buchanan as he escorted his Black 
Republican superior about the eatablishment. 
Strangely enough, the President consented to give away 
2~ahlgren, ms. memoir, P• o5. 
25National Archives, u. s. Naval Observatory Meteorolog-
ical Journal (hereafter cited as Met. Jour.), April 2, 1861J 
Wa~hington Star, April 3, 18ol. 
~6Idem.; ~. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 329. 
27washin£ton ~~ April 3, 1861. 
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Miss Buchanan's hand in marriage at the Commandant's 
quarters the next night.28 But the President arrived 
somewhat tardily at the affair; the wedding itself, in 
fact, was over when the Presidential carriage drew up. 
On that dark, chilly night, few guests could have lingered 
on the white-columned verandahs that skirted the big 
brick residence; but inside, spacious rooms were crowded 
with Washington society, gay in blue uniforms or fashion-
able evening dre·ss. 29 All eyes turned to the burdened 
President as he walked in; but though the Sumter crisis 
was gathering urgency, he seemed to have left his cares 
at the gate, and presently he was chatting and joking 
with the .gaiety that could so astonishingly transfigure 
his deep-lined countenance. 30 Dahlgren was there; for all 
his seeming austerity, he could be convivial enough when 
he chose.31 The chagrin he must have felt at missing the 
President the day before was amply assuaged when someone 
brought him over to Mr. Lincoln.32 
28Russell, the London Times man, thought it odd. "Capt. 
Buchanan may be called a Secessionist," he wrote on March 
29, "nevertheless, I am invited to the wedding of his 
daughter, in order to see the President give away the bride." 
(MyBeiary, p. 26). Incidentally, he did not attend. 
Met. Jour., April 3, 1861; Dahlgren, ms. memoir, P• 65. 
30Idem. 
31"11"fi1New York," one of Dahlgren's friends wrote him, "I 
heard that you could not get a glass big enough to hold a 
bottle of beer, so I have ordered one cast for you the size 
of a XVin. shell and sent for your own especial tippling." 
(Henry A. Wise to Dahlgren, Sept. 1, 1863, Dahlgren Papers, 
Lig~ary of Congress). 
~ahlgren, ms. memoir, PP• 65-66. 
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Standing before hLm the President saw "a light-com-
plexioned man ••• slight and of medium height, pale and 
delicate featured. His countenance is exceedingly thought-
ful and modest, and expresses complete unconsciousness of 
being observed; while his eye is ••• keen and his thin nost• 
rils expand, as he talks, w1 th a look of great enthusiasm. tt33 
Lincoln took an ~ediate liking to h~. He took Dahlgren's 
hand in both of his "as if we had been friends for years,n 
wrote Dahlgren, "and an easy off hand conversation ensued 
& continued until interrupted by the cla~s of others. •• 34 
The day after Miss Buchanan's nuptials, Dahlgren *'posted 
to the ~hite House 11 With an order for howitzers which 
cryptically referred him to the President. Lincoln knew 
nothing about it, but at last it transpired that the guns 
were for an expedition to provision Fort Sumter; the Civil 
War was about to begin. At Lincoln's request, Dahlgren 
called again early the next day. The President "seemed ill 
at ease, and not self-possessed," noted Dahlgren in his 
journal.35 Early on the morning of April 12, 1861, a Con-
federate signal shell burst over the dim outline of the fort 
in Charleston Harbor; and in a matter of hours, the North 
was blazing with war fervor. On April 17, as Northern men 
by the thousand answered Lincoln's call for volunteers, the 
3~. P. Willis in the Home Journal, June 29, 1861, quoted 
in M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, PP• 352-353. 
3~ahlgren, ms. memoir, PP• 65-66. · 
35M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 329. 
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state of Virginia s e ceded from the Union. 
One immediat e consequence of Virgi nia's secession was 
the abandonment of the Harper's Ferry Arsenal by its 
small Federal garrison, thus leaving in Union hands only 
one small*ar.ms producing arsenal, that at Springfield, 
Massachusetts. 36 A still more serious consequence was 
the imminent capture of Washington by the Confederacy. 
From his office window President Lincoln could look out 
across the Potomac to enemy territory on the west, while 
across the Anacostia River to the east the state of Mary-
land wavered on the brink of secession. Baltimore mobs 
attacked the Sixth Massachusetts Regiment as it passed 
through the city to reinforce Washington; Maryland secess~ 
ionists tore up railroad tracks and cut telegraph lines; 
Washington was cut off from the North and for a few days 
waited for some rebel blow as helplessly as a captive with 
his head upon the block. 37 
In the April days of Washington's isolation from the 
North, defections from the services multiplied as seceding 
states drew their native sons with them. In Washington, 
Colonel Robert E. Lee and Brigadier aeneral Joseph E. John-
ston were only the most conspicuous examples. 38 At the 
36 Battles and Leaders, I, 117, 125. 
3'/Benjamin Thomas, Abraham Lincoln (New York, 1952), P• 263. 
38Battles and Leaders, I, 5, 36n. 
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little brick Navy Department building, next door to the 
White House, disaffection rallied about the chief of ord• 
nance, Captain George A. Magruder, who resigned on April 
22 and took most of his clerks with hLm into the Confeder-
ate service.39 On that same day Captain Franklin Buchanan, 
the Navy Yard commandant, resigned his commission in the 
mistaken belief that his native state of Maryland was about 
to follow Virginia out of the Union. But fi even before 
he handed in his resignation, Secretary of the Navy Welles 
had heard of his intention and had put Dahlgren in command 
there.40 
At the close of his life, Dahlgren underscored the 
service he rendered at this desperate juncture as "the best 
which I ever rendered to the country.n41 The exodus of 
Southern sympathizers left Dahlgren with only about 150 
men to defend the Yard as Confederate territory lapped 
42 at the city's edges and threatened to ring it round. But 
Dahlgren rose to the occasion. In the prophetic words of 
William H. Russell, he was "self-reliant ••• , full of con~ 
fidence, and, above all, 1mpressive."41 Seeing Dahlgren 
in these perilous days, one of Lincoln's private secretaries 
was at once impressed by his 11great coolness & power."44 
39Battles and Leaders, I, 5; Charles o. Paullin, "Presi-
dent Lincoln and the Navy", American Historical Review, 
Jai6, 1909. Peck, Round-Shot to Rockets, PP• 117-118. 
41Dahlgren, ms. memoir, ~· 86. 42rbid., p. 76. 4~see P• 28, above. 
44Tyler Dennett (ed.), Lincoln and the Civil War 1n the 
Diaries and Letters of John Hay (New York, 1939), p. 11. 
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And Lincoln expressed his own appreciation by hinting 
at promotion f'or Dahlgren 11when the proper time arrived.n45 
After the arrival of' Northern troops ended the crisis, 
certain Navy captains vied f'or Commander Dahlgren's billet, 
since it had been earmarked by law f'or their rank. But 
Lincoln declared, "The Yard shall not be taken from the 
Captain; he held it when no one else would, and now he shall 
keep it as long as he pleases." And f'or Dahlgren's benefit 
Congress amended the old law - an act which Dahlgren called 
11 the best compliment I ever received. 1146 Soon after, on 
Lincoln's prompting, the Navy Department offered Dahlgren 
command of' the Bureau of Ordnance and Hydrography. Dahlgren 
chose to remain at the Yard, 11for Washn. had again become 
the center of' great operations, - and the importance con~ 
f'erred on the y·ard, made it equal to any naval trust that 
could be given."47 
Lincoln relished the company of this keen, earnest, loy-
al officer, and Dahlgren regarded his Commander in Chief' 
with affection and respect. In Dahlgren's journal are noted 
dozens of' Presidential visits, and Dahlgren in his turn dined 
more than once at the White House.48 Secretary of' State 
Seward often came down to the Yard with the President that 
first wartime summer, and sometimes the pair of them would 
45Dahlgren to Lincoln, July 16, 1862, Robert Todd Lincoln 
Collection, Library of Congress. 
46M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 341. 
47Peck, Round-Shot to Rockets, P• 127; Dahlgren, ms. memoir, 
PP• 102-103. 48M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, PP• 329-391, passim. In the 
printed journal of' Dahlgren, which is incomplete, fifty-six 
distinct conversations with Lincoln are mentioned. 
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join Dahlgren in "a pleasant jaunt" down the river. 49 
11The President came down in his usual off hand way," Dahl-
gren wrote of one such occasion, "and sat some while in 
the office conversing with me on various matters.n50 Even 
the onset of cold weather did not discourage Lincoln from 
visiting the Navy Yard. "Many distinguished persons con-
tinue to visit the Yard,n wrote Dahlgren. "scarcely a day 
passes but that I meet with our principal men, discussing 
our affairs, so that the company at Wash. never has been 
of like interest. The President everywhere - and always 
the same kind sagacious gentleman. 1151 
Lincoln's partiality for the Navy Yard commandant was 
a matter of common knowledge. One day in August, Russell 
of the Times walked down to the Yard and found Dahlgren 
"sorely perplexed with an intoxicated Senator." While 
Dahlgren labored with the Senatorial souse, Postmaster 
General Blair and Assistant Secretary of the Navy Fox 
came in to consult with the Commandant, who, noted Russell, 
was "greatly looked up to by all the members of the Cabinet." 
In fact, added the Englishman, 11he is rather inconvenienced 
by the perpetual visits of the President, who is an~ated 
by a most extraordinary curiosity about naval matters and 
machinery, so that he is continually running down tto have 
49M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 333. 
~~Dahlgren, ms. memoir, P• 88. 
~., P• 110. 
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a talk with Dahlgren' when he is not engaged in 'a chat 
with George U'l1:cCle llan] '. 11 52 
The curious disdain toward Presidential visits which 
Dahlgren exhibited to lvir. Russell may have sprung from 
his own embarrassment. He must have been aware by that 
time of the resentment such exalted hobnobbings inspired 
in some, including no less a personage than Lincoln's 
bewigged and bewhiskered Secretary of the Navy, Gideon 
Welles, whose patriarchal benignity had led the President 
to nickname him 11Fath er Neptune. 11 Mr. Welles, ever watch-
ful of his authority, felt that the President was bypassing 
him in dealing directly with Dahlgren. While praising the 
"distinguished Commandant of the Washington Yardu to the 
skies in official reports, the Secretary relieved his 
feelings with some biting asides in his famous d iary. Dahl-
gren was characterized as 11 always attentive and much of a 
54 
courtier." The deadly diarist conceded that his sub-
ordinate would "gallantly sustain his chief anywhere, 11 and 
gave the Captain full credit for intelligence and ability; 
but Welles added that uhe is intensely ambitious, and I fea r , 
too selfish ••• He shuns and evades responsibility. 1155 
Welles put the case harshly, but not without a found-
52Russell, My Diary, PP• 186-187. ~~M. V. Dahlgren, .ilemoir, PP• 2~8-289 .•. 
Gideon ~ elle s, The Diary of G1deon .~elles ( O(;vo1a, 1·i:1J. :1_, 
Boggon, 1911), I, 62 . 
Ibid., I, 341. 
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ation of truth. Unquestionably Dahlgren had ambition~ 
and that implies selfishness of a sort. As for the charge 
of toadyimn, some support is lent by a note Dahlgren 
wrote Lincoln early in June, 1861. Having given his 
views on a certain new weapon at Lincoln's request, Dahl-
gren concluded: 
Will you be so good as to excuse the brief un• 
ceremonious phrase which I have used because I 
believed you desired a plain straight forward ane 
swer. Believe that I am a~gays ready to serve 
you in any way that I can. 
That last assurance especially smacks of the courtier. 
Yet the Captain is not so easily convicted of hypocrisy, 
for the evidence of his own private journal shows the 
sincerity of his regard for the President. 
Why did Lincoln, on his part, seek Dahlgren's company? 
Dahlgren himself was a man of intelligence and force; e::~n@. 
he had proved his loyalty at a time when the fabric of 
government seemed to be dissolving; and as succeeding pages 
will show, Lincoln tuuned to him for advice on ordnance 
questions more than to any other man. Moreover~ Lincoln 
found refreshment of the mind in the atmosphere and activity 
of the Navy Yard. Still another motive was expressed in 
Lincoln's own words, as quoted by Dahlgren. ~.t was the last 
v;l tt.i ::~tJ.J:~l ar1d. 
week of 1861; the issue of peace or war had -oeen decided 
just two days before. Lincoln came down alone to the Yard 
56National Archives, Office of the Chief of Ordnance (here-
after cited as Ord. Off.), Special Files, "Inventions" (here-
after cited as "Inv.")~ class lc, #153. 
and proposed a trip down the river, so Dahlgren took hLm 
aboard the Pensacola and they steamed to Craney Island and 
back. Lincoln rambled on about many things to Dahlgren, 
though avoiding any talk about "the British trouble." 
At last the Pensacola tied up at the Navy Yard wharf, and 
the tall President strode refreshed down the gangplank. 
"Well," said Mr. Lincoln, "there has been a pleasant day; 
such a relief from politicianst 1156 
56nahlgren, ms. memoir, P• 111. 
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RIPLEY ARRIVES 
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At the corner of Fourteenth Street and Pennsylvania 
Avenue, symbolically close to the Treasury Building, rose 
the six-story, quadrangular pile of Willard's Hotel, an 
establi~ent noted for ita gargantuan meals and for the 
multitudes of place-seekers and place-bestowera who jammed 
iss smoke-foiged corridors and lobbies. When Lincoln came 
to Washington as President-Elect, he made Willard's his 
headquarters; and so did lesser functionaries, like Sec-
retary Welles, in the interval before finding more per.man-
ent homes in the Capital. From this hive swarmed the off-
ice-seekers who buzzed so distractingly about the new Pres-
ident; through its doors pushed men and women of many pur-
poses, good, bad, and inscrutable, as well as the merely 
curious. One of the latter, Mr. Russell of the London 
Times, estimated late in March that it held "more scheming, 
plotting, planning heads, more aching and ~ful hearts, 
than any building of the same eame size ever held in the 
world."l But the noise of Sumter startled the crowds, and 
the secession of Virginia sent them scurrying. Outside on 
1Leech, Reveille in Washington, PP• 8-9; Russell, Ml 
Diary, p. 20. 
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the broad, ill•paved Avenue~ shops were shuttered, blinds 
pulled down, public buildings sandbagged and barricaded. 
Inside, an unwonted silence fell upon the empty halls, 
broken by little more than the echoing footsteps of serv-
ants. The thousand guests had dwindled to fifty.2 
One of these was a tart, shapp-faced old soldier named 
James Wolfe Ripley, who had arrived in the Capital just as 
frightened crowds were jamming the last trains to Baltimore.3 
It was not the first time in his forty-seven years of Army 
service that the straight-ba&ked old West Pointer had swum 
against the current; he seemed, in fact, to find the exer-
cise positively congenial. Despite his white hair and his 
sixty-six years, Lieutenant Colonel Ripley was a soldierly-
looking man. His grave, regular features, his high fore-
head, even his rather formidably aquiline nose all . comported 
well with both his profession and his stiffly formal bearing. 4 
With few exceptions, historians of the complex and fateful 
struggle just then opening have ignored Ripley; and the man 
himself seemed to condone their indifference. "There has 
been nothing remarkable in my life," said Ripley in retire-
ment, 11nor do I intend to make it appear otherwise. I have 
r 
simply endeavored to do a soldier's duty." The old soldier 
2Thomas, Lincoln, p. 263; Leech, Reveille in Washington, 
P• 63. 3The Washington Star, April 20, 1861, noted Ripley as 
among late arrivals at Willard's. 
4portraits of Ripley are in the National Archives, Office 
of the Chief Signal Officer, BA 203 and BA 1972. · 
5sarah Denny Ripley (ed.), James Wolfe Ripley (Hartford, 
1881), P• 3. 
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misjudged his own historical importance. His name doe s 
not occur once in the bulky four-volume Battles and Leaders 
series {except in a for.mal listing of War Department off-
icers), nor does it occur in the ten volumes writ t n about 
Lincoln and t he war by Nicolay and tlay. Yet as human 
factors in l eng thening the Civil Wa ~ few military men, 
perhaps only McClellan, Meade, and Hooker, rank with this 
historically obscure officer. 
When he was with his wife and children, James Ripley 
was one of the kindest and most devoted of husbands and 
fathers; and though his friendships were not many, they 
were warm and lasting.0 Photographs and portraits suggest 
a gentle sadness about the old warrior's eyes that hardly 
sustains his public reputation for pure stubbornness and 
irascibilit~. In the early thirties, he sent his small 
daughter Adie to the "model boarding school'' of a shy, in-
tense spinster named Dorothea Dix, who later became one 
of the great humanitarian reformers of the nineteenth cent-
ury. "Mind that you do not spoil the idol," Miss Dix wrote 
the Captain, "she is very fond of indulgence."7 Such is 
not the tone used toward a cold or domineering father. And 
when Ripley's little boy died, says family tradition, the 
6sarah D. Ripley, James Wolfe Ripley, p. 18. 
7Nine letters written by Miss Dix to Captain Ripley during 
1832 and 1833 are in the possession of Robert Bradford 
Bartholomew of Hoboken, N. J., a grandson of General Ripley. 
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Captain put the child's belongings in a mnall trunk and 
carried it from post to post as long as he lived.a 
James Ripley had other attributes quite as marked and 
rather less likable. His dignity and reserve made it 
l::R.rd for him to deal with men not subject to his command. 
He could not bear to compromise with or even conciliate 
those who disagreed with him.9 His ire was easily excited~ 
and his manner excited it in others. His vast respect 
for established procedure matched his annoyance at those 
who broke through it. Even as a young lieutenant of ord-
nance serving under General Andrew Jackson in the Creek 
War, Ripley's brittle inflexibility tripped him up. When 
he refused to comply with a certain requisition on the 
ground that it had not reached him "through the channel 
pointed out by the regulations~" Old Hickory inf'ormed him 
that if he did not make the issue promptly he would be 
arrested, brought into camp, and hanged on the nearest tree .• 
"The requisition," recalled Ripley many years later, 11 was~ 
of course~ promptly complied with.nlO Thus Lieutenant Rip-
ley~ aged twenty-four. .And with age~ his natueal conserv-
atism hardened into abhorrence of irregularity or change of 
-
any sort. ) ... 
8conversation with Miss Zelina Bartholomew in New York 
City~ Nov. 20, 1952. Miss Bartholomew was with her mother, 
General Ripley's daughter, when the latter emptied the con-
tents of the trunk overboard from a f'erry-boat to keep 
them from falling into the hands of strangers. ~Editorial in the Springfield (Mass.) Republican~ Mar. 17, 1870. 
lOclaud E. Fuller, Springfield Muzzle-Loading Shoulder 
Arms (New York, 1930)~ P• 100. 
* 
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Yet during most of his long career, Ripley's traits 
served him well. More than a decade after the Creek War, 
when Jackson was President and Ripley a captain, the null-
ification crisis found the latter stationed at the storm 
center in Charleston, s. c. Joel Poinsett, a resident of 
Charleston and a future Secretary of War, praised Captain 
Ripley both for his ttindefatigable exertions to prepare his 
post" and "his gentlemanj:y deportment", while no less illust• 
rious a soldier than Winfield Scott thought Ripley had"no 
superior in the middle ranks of the Army, either in general 
intelligence, zeal, or good conduct.nll 
The years which did most to make Ripley what he was in 
1861 were those he spent as commanding officer of the Spring-
field (Massachusetts) Armory trom 1841 to 1854. Before he 
came there , the Armory was more or less governed by a civ-
il superintendent, who could be removed by vote of the men 
and who was neither respected nor obeyed by them. Every 
day at eleven in the morning and four in the afternoon, the 
men would drop work, go down to the spring back of the shops, 
and regale themselves with rum, cider-brandy, and impromptu 
wrestling matches.12 Ripley set out to restore ~litary 
discipline and order to the establishment and ~ediately 
became the center of a storm that shook the town. When 
llQuoted in Hartford Courant, Mar. 17, 1870. 
12springf1eld Sunday Republican, Dec. 22, 1878. 
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Ripley shut down the plant for repairs and reopened it 
without hiring back his opponents among the workmen, fury 
burst upon him; but he ignored it.l3 He cut wages. He 
struck against a hostile newspaper by threatening to fire 
any Armory workers who subscribed to it. There is evidence 
to suggest that he also used such threats to influence 
Springfield town meetings • and even to recruit converts 
to his own religious denomination, Episcopalianism.14 Three 
times during his superintendency the unmoved disciplinarian 
was hanged in effigy from the top of the Armory flagpole. 15 
Howl as they might against his methods, few denied that 
Ripley was improving the state of the Armory. Amid a 
flurry of suits and countersuits, he enlarged the grounds 
around the Armory, graded them, landscaped them, and be-
gan, after a while, to put up a heavy iron fence which still 
stands. He added new machinery, too; and during the last 
four years of his regime at Springfield, more muskets. were 
made every year than ever before, at a lower cost per arm.16 
The Springfield Republican, just beginning its rise to 
national influence under Samael Bowles, supported Ripley 
vociferously. 
Yet Ripley's replacement by a civilian, James Whitney, 
13Derwent s. Whittlesey, "The Springfield Armory: A Study 
in Institutional Development" (Unpublished Ph. D. disserta-
tion, Univ. of Chicago, 1920), PP• 179, 181-3. 
14springfield Gazette, April 22, 1846 (the hostile paper 
was the Independent Democrat); Whittlesey, "Armory", P• 204. 
15springfield Sunday Republican, Dec. 22, 1878. 16Whitt1esey, "Armoryj'1 PP• 189, 199. 
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touched off a parade, a banquet, and the firing of salutes.l7 
Under the direction of Whitney, predicted the Springfield 
Republican glumly, the Armory would suffer from "just that 
system of political corruption which is and will ever be 
the great evil of the civil superintendence. 1~8 The paper was 
wrong. Whitney, "a politician of considerable ability, and 
a gentleman of popular manners," might not have been able 
to bring order out of disorder, as Ripley had done, but he 
maintained it. In his six years as superintendent, the pol-
, itidia:n proved to be quite as efficient and successful as the 
·soldier, and, what was more, he avoided quarrels and enlist-
ed the support of the War Department, the politicians, the 
townspeople - even Ripley himself. The Armory had never 
been nearly so fit as it was in 1860 1 when the suave Whit• 
ney became Collector of the Port of Boston.19 
For a time, Ripley traveled about inspecting arsenals; 
then Secretary of War Jefferson Davis sent him to California 
as Chief of Ordnance on the Pacific Coast. On June 23, 1860, 
-the day Stephen. Douglas was nominated for the Presidency 
by' one fragment of the Democratic party, the Virginian 
·Secretary of War~John. B. Floyd~sent the redoubtable Yank• 
ee to Japan in charge of certain arms and military stores 
to. _be presented to the Shogun. Before returning, Ripley 
17Whittlesey, "Armory", P• 208. 
18springfield Republican, Oct. 18, 1854 • 
. 19Whittlesey, "Armory", PP• 210, 215, 219. 
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was to "visit and examine professionally the most import-
ant arsenals and military manufactories in Europe and 
England." But he never made the tour. When he heard of 
the rebellion on his way back from the court of the Shogun, 
the Colonel took the swiftest course for home, burning with 
zeal for the fray. "Your country needs you," ·said a· friend, 
as Ripley stepped from the gangplank of tne Persia• 11 It 
can have me," he said, "and every drop of blood in me."20 
His entrance speech may have been a little florid; but 
his timing was perfect. Within a week after he checked in 
at Willard's, James Wolfe Ripley was Chief of Army Ordnance. 
20Hartford Courant, March 17, 1870. 
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RIPLEY TAKES OVER 
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In April, 1861, when Ripley arrived so opportunely at 
Willard's, and for that matter all through the war, the 
Army Ordnance Departmentl had its headquarters across 
Seventeenth Street from the amall brick War Department 
Building in the "Northwest Executive" or Winder Building; 
the latter and more widely used name was pronounced as in 
11
stem-windertt. So severely businesslike an edifice can 
hardly be described in terms of architecture; it was just 
a plain, box-like, brick structure, five stories high, with 
marble facing on the basement and a plaster coating over 
the remainder. Yet its proportions were not unpleasing, 
and its inoffensiveness permitted it to stand quiet and un-
challenged through a century of changing tastes. In Lin-
coln's time, the double doors of its main entrance opened 
onto the pavement; newadays one must climb a flight of 
atone steps from the lowered level of Seventeenth Street. 
The iron grillwork balcony along the second floor, which 
made a convenient reviewing stand when blue-clad marchers 
paraded down the dusty street below, has long since been 
1As an arbitrary rule to distinguish between the Army and 
Navy Ordnance Bureaus, the Army Bureau will be called the 
"Ordnance Department" (administratively speaking), the "Ord-
nance Off ice" (when spoken of as a physical headquarter,, or 
the ''Ordnance Corps" (referring to the body of officer per-
sonnel); the Navy "Ordnance Bureau 11 will be so called throughout. 
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removed as a hazard to passersby; and the twelve-foot 
high windows which opened on it have been blocked up along 
the bottoms and given sills. Otherwise the Winder Build-
ing stands today with much the same face it first presented 
to Washingtonians when Zachary Taylor lived in the White 
House across the street.2 
During the war, the Winder Building's 130 rooms housed 
several War Department Bureaus and some Navy Department 
activities as well. Majestic and gouty old General Win• 
field Scott had an office there in the early months of the 
war; midway through the conflict, Secretary of War Stanton 
transacted business there while the War Department Build-
ing was being enlarged; and toward the close, the smooth-
shaven, bland, slightly owlish Chief of Staff Henry Halleck 
used part of the building as his headquarters. 3 Most bureaus 
at the Winder Building were transients, but the Ordnance 
Department's tenancy was long and uninterrupted. As the 
war progressed, it reached out for more and more roam, and 
seemed to enjoy tacit priority in getting it.4 One reason 
the Ordnance Office needed space was because it kept on 
hand models of equipment for reference, in case of disputes 
with inventors or contractors. So cluttered did its rooms 
become with small ar.ms models that in 1863 a temporary 
~s. paper written by Mrs. Ruth B. Shipley, Washington, D.C. 
3Leech, Reveille in Washington, P• 5; Donn Piatt, Memorie~1 
of the Men Who Saved the Union (New York, 1887), PP• 64-65; 
Noah Brooks, Washington in Lincoln's Time (New York, 1895}, 
p. 35. 
4ord. Off., Letters Rec 1d, 1861: WD679; 1862: WD1691; 
1863: WD248, WD249, in 862. 
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three story building was put up for Ordnance Office us·e 
in back of the main building.s 
To find the Chief of Ordnance, one climbed a wide iron 
staircase to the second floor, where he found himself in 
a dark and dingy hallway - "a disgrace to any public off-
ice~ wrote the Chief of Ordnance one day in 1864, shortly 
after President Lincoln had paid him a visit. In cloudy 
weather the hall was so murky that the office numbers were 
scarcely distinguishable, and if brighter weather revealed 
tham, it also exposed the places where paint had worn or 
peeled away from the grimy woodwork. Not until the last 
year of the war was the corridor brightened by fresh paint 
on the woodwork and frosted glass in the office doors.0 
From the hallway, the visitor entered a room with a cold 
atone floor and an arched ceiling, where he would find desks 
and bookcases, gun models, ledgers and papers, perhaps a 
disgruntled inventor or two, and not improbably a more or 
less honorable Member of Congresa.7 At one desk would be 
Captain William Maynadier, whose fifteen years of Ordnance 
Office experience made him indispensable to any~ Chief with 
a decent respect for red tape.8 At another, within easy 
speaking distance, there would be in April, 1861, old Colonel 
5ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, WD904. 
6Ibid., Letters Rec 1 d, l8b4, WD305. 
7Idem., and numerous allusions throughout the Ord. Off. fi l es. 
8?rOCeedings of a v~rt of Inquiry Convened at Washington, 
D. c., November 9, 1868 ••• to Examine into the Accusations 
a ainst Bri • and Bvt. Ma or General A. B. D er Chief of 
Ordnance 2 vola., Washington, D. c., 1869 , II, 452. Here-
after cited as Dyer Inquiry. 
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Henry Knox Craig, the Chief of Ordnance himself. 
Colonel Craig was seventy years old; he had joined 
the Ar.my in 1812; for t~irty years he had served in the 
Ordnance Corps; for ten years he had been its Chief.9 Yet 
it was not likely that he had ever been through a winter 
quite like the one just past. Much had been at stake in 
the Winder Building that secession winter, and Craig had 
been a player. His antagoniat in the game was Secretary 
of War John B. Floyd, appointed to his office perhaps be• 
cause he came of dist inguished Virginian lineage and had 
been Governor of the state. Certainly he had little else 
to recommend him. He was an incompetent Secretary, without 
question, although some disagreement persists among histor-
ians as to what extent his mismanagement was treasonable 
and to what extent merely in the nature of the man. Prior 
to Lincoln's election, Floyd's contribution to the advance-
:nmnt of secession was largely negative; he simply did nothing 
to prepare the Army or the War Department for the trouble 
that loomed so visibly. But judging from his character, it 
was timidity rather than honor that restrained him from more 
active infidelity.lO 
Craig himself was "not a very prompt man 11 , to quote 
the tem~erate judgment of an officer whose brilliant career 
9A. Howard Meneely, The War Department, 1861 (New York, 
19~a), P· 109. 
Ibid., PP• 30-31, 35-47. 
51 
was ended by his chief's procrastination. 11 Craig's 
age, his long years of peacetime service, and the convenient 
assistance of Captain Maynadier had all confirmed the old 
Colonel in habits of indolence and inefficiency. So long 
as Floyd himself relied on his own neglect of duty to 
make secession safe, Craig's dilatory nature was rather an 
asset than otherwise. After Lincoln's election, when Floyd 
embarked on more active measures in aid of his secessionist 
brthren, Craig 's talent for obstruction threatened ~o serve 
the cause of Union. Craig, moreover, was loyal to the 
Union. So in mid-November, 1860, Floyd relieved Craig from 
duty in the Ordnance Office and ordered him on an extensive 
tour of the Pacific Coast, much as the Secretary had sought 
to remove Ripley from the scene. Maynadier, the Grand Vizier 
of ordnance, whose social sympathies, at least, were secess-
ionist, became acting chief in Craig's absence. 12 It was 
Maynadier who calmly implemented a verbal order from Floyd 
in December to send 124 pieces of :Q.eavy artillery from 
Pittsburgh to some unfinished forts in Texas; only a popular 
uproar among Pittsburgh citizens and the action of Floyd's 
11Alfred Mordecai to Samuel Mordecai, June 2, 1861, Alfred 
Mordecai Papers, Library of Congress. 
12:rvreneely, War Denartment, p. 48n; Meneely guesses that 
Maynadier was a Union man fran his subsequent service, but 
a diary entry of Erasmus D. Keyes for Feb. 17, 1861, pPinted 
in his Fifty Years' Observation of Men and Events (New York, 
1884), p. 365, notes that at a party given by Maynadier, "the 
majority were secessionists." 
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successor hal ted that palpably treasonable shipment·.l3 
Late in December, 1860, certain financial irregularities 
threatened to catch up with Floyd, who thereupon resigned, 
striking the pose of a Southern patriot whose principles 
had been outrag ed. Floyd's Unionist successor, Joseph Holt, 
resoored Craig to command of the Ordnance Department. 14 (Craig 
did not forget Maynadier 1 s subservience to Floyd. The rein-
stated Chief got rid of his perfidious assistant after some 
weeks by having him transferred to command of the Frankford 
Arsenal near Philadelphia. 15 In the end, Maynadier tri-
umphed, returning to his old position and influence after 
Craig himself was gone.) Spurred on by the new Secretary, 
Craig cancelled or delayed further shipments of arms to the 
South and placed orders for cannon and powder.l6 
Thus stood affairs when Lincoln's Secretary of War, 
Simon Cameron of Pennsylvania, took over th e War Department 
from Holt. Cameron had been named by Lincoln to that vital 
post with deep misgiving s, for evidence not wholly refuted 
had raised grave doubts of Cameron's integrity. But Penn-
sylvania's political claims had to be recognized; its lead-
ers s e emed to want Cameron; and the pramise of a Cabinet 
post for the man had b een bartered for convention votes by 
Lincoln's chief lieutenants at Chicago, though without Lin-
1 3.Men eely, War De partment , p. 48. 
1 4Meneely, War Department, pp. 40, 48n• 
l~rank E. Vandiver, Plou shares into Swords: Josiah 
Gor~as and Confederate Ordnance (Austin, Tex., 1952 , P• 53. 
I MacDoug all, 11Federal Ordnance Bureau", pp. 12-14, 19-20. 
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ooln's knowledge or later approval. So Lincoln reluctant-
ly nominated Cameron to the War Department.l7 
The new Secretary of War was a tall, slender, thin-lip-
ped man with a "marked Sootah face", keen gray eyes, a 
high forehead, and luxuriant gray hair - a man of Senator-
ial mold, though affably democratic in manners.l8 Indeed, 
he had been a Senator and was to be one again. But his 
political honors were no tributes to his statesmanship; 
rather, they evinced his supreme skill in political bargain-
ing and the dispensing of patronage, for Simon Cameron was 
a prime specimen of the nineteenth century American polit• 
ical boss. Though he was no military man and owed his pop-
ular title of "General" Cameron to a brief term as adjutant 
general of Pennsylvania, he had been highly successful in 
business and so might have been expected to match his pol-
itical acumen with administrative talents. But he 5howed 
no such talents in the War Department.l9 
Simon Cameron, it was said, preferred to do business 
by word of mouth, written promises being hard to disregard. 
Perhaps that is why War Department records iive few clues 
as to how he spent his time from March 4, 1861, to mid-April, 
of that same year. Much of his attention doubtless went 
17 7 Randalll Linco~n the President, I, 169, 264-26 • 
i~Meneely, War Department, p. 84; Russell, My Diary, P• 23. 
Meneely, War Department, PP• 76, 78, 81-83. 
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to rewarding past political services and assuring future 
ones. So hospitable was he to fellow Pennsylvanians that 
by the middle of April, the War Department had lost its 
Southern character and seemed more like an outpost of 
Harrisburg. But though Cameron mended his political fences 
with admirable foresight, he had lese thought for his duty 
to the nation.20 
Suddenly, in the third week of April, 1861, with Sumter 
fallen, Wirginia out of the Union, and most jobs disposed 
of, Simon Cameron's attention was caught by the related 
facts that a Civil War had indubitably begun,and that he, 
as Secretary of War, had certain duties in connection there-
with. Presently the comfort-loving functionaries of the 
War Department were startled and dismayed by an order from 
the Secretary keeping the various bureaus open for business 
till five o'clock in the afternoon. This, then, was warL 21 
Two or three days before, Colonel Craig had most injud-
iciously given in to a minor illness, leaving his duties 
in the temporary care of Captain Charles P. Kingsbury.22 The 
Colonel's absence at so trying a time annoyed Secretary 
Cameron exceedingly. He talked it over with General Scott, 
who conceded that Craig fell decidedly short of what the 
occasion demanded.23 Under the circumsaancea, the arrival 
20Meneely, War Dap~rtment, PP• IG~, '"i8~n;,. 107.~ .. 
2lm~d~ . 9ff., Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, WD319. 
22lbid., Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, WD513. 
23speech by Cameron at ~arrisburg, Pennsylvania, May 3, 
1862, reported in New +ork Herald, May 8, 1862. 
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of Lieutenant Colonel R~pley at Willard's just then seemed 
providential. Old General Scott perhaps recalled the com-
petence and good judgment shown by Captain Ripley at 
Charleston some thirty years before; lliajor Ripley's more 
recent success at Springfield had seemed an admirable dis-
play of energy and firmness; and not least in importance 
was Lieutenant Colonel 1 Ripley 1 s seniority in the Ordnance 
Corps, which w~s second only to Craig's. More than once 
in his career, moreover, Ripley had shown a peevishness to-
ward Democrats and an affinity for Whigs and Republicans 
which the politically minded Mr. Cameron must have thought 
eminently suitable, if he knew of it - and he probably did.24 
When Special Order Number 115 appeared on April 23, 1861, 
assigning Ripley to the charge of the Ordnance Department 
"during the feeble health of its chief", few informed obser-
vers were surprised. 25 The change, wrote the astute com-
mandant of the Watervliet Arsenal in Troy, N. Y., was one 
11 whicn I had expected as soon as I heard of Col. Ripley's 
24
see PP• 42, 441 44n, above. Samuel Bowles of the Spring-
field Republican was a firm Ripley supporter whose word 
carried party weight. A view from the opposite side is 
afforded by a letter from J. w. Jones, a civilian employee 
of the Watervliet Arsenal, to Major Alfred Mordecai, May 8, 
1861 (Mordecai Papers): 11 1 was in Washn. last week ••• I saw 
and heard enough to satisfyy'l. me that the rule in Washn. was 
vindictive proscription of every man who was the most remote-
ly tinctured with democratic sentiments. Neither age, ex-
perience, honor or integrity has a feather's weight • . I 
found Col. Craig removed, Kingsbury turned adrift & Whitely 
unassigned to any duty •••• Waste and robbery was everywhere 
apparent." 
250fficial Records of the Union and Confederate Armies 
(130 vols., Washington, D. C., 1880-1901), series III, I, 102. 
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return from abroad. 11 26 
It was, perhaps, a demonstration of Colonel Craig's 
obtuseness that he was surprised as well as aggrieved at 
being thus superseded. When he had recovered himself, Craig 
was furious. He later called the assigned reason for his 
removal 11 a pretense" and declared the real cause to be"the 
machinations and misrepresentations of unprincipled specu-
lators and military officials."27 Others shared that view, 
including the Washington correspondent of the New York Times.28 
The irate old soldier fougnt back. He appeared before a 
board of officers, which folind him quite able to carry out 
the duties of Chief of Ordnance, and on April 25, he appeal-
ed to President Lincoln.29 
Craig wrote his note of protest to Lincoln on the day 
the Seventh New York Regiment reached Washington to break 
the spell of fantastic unreality which had settled like a 
choking fo g over the isolated Capita1. 30 Government activity 
quickened with fresh confidence. Beset by details, Lincoln 
had no leisure to investigate an old man's grievance. ~here 
to b1. 
seemedAno reason why he should; nor did there seem to be any 
iOod grounds for appointing anyone but Ripley as Craig 's 
successor. Younger and more progressive men than Ripley 
may have been at hand, but seniority was not to be lightly 
26Alfred Mordecai to Samuel Mordecai, June 2, 1861, Morde• 
cai Papers. 
27ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, WD513. 
28Meneely, War Department, P• 113n. 
2;,ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, WD513J Cameron to Craig, 
May·~ , 1861, Nat. Arch., Sec. War's Off., Letters Sent, 
Military Affairs. 
30Thomas, Lincoln, P• 263. 
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disregarded~ even by a President. A few weeks later, 
Lincoln was to have trouble appointing the energetic and 
intelligent Montgomery Meigs Quartermaster General over 
the head of a superannuated senior without at the same 
time oi'fending Cameron. "Doubtless you begin to understand,'' 
wrote Lincoln to General Scott on that occasion, "how dis-
agreeable i ·t is to me to do a thing arbitrarily, when it 
is unsatisfactory to others associated with me." 31 And even 
though Ripley was no stripling, at sixty-six he was nearly 
four years younger than Craig and certainly more vigorous. 
In Ripley's case, the President would thus have had to 
overrule both Secretary Cameron and General Scott for less 
reason than in the appointment of Meigs. So Lincoln declared 
on April 29, 1861, that he could not interfere with the 
arrangements which the War Department deemed essential for 
the efficiency of the service; his note passed from Cameron 
to Craig; and the old man subsided.32 Ripley, it seemed, 
was secure in his triumph. 
31Lincoln, Works, IV, 394-395, 398. 
32Maneely, War Department, P• 113. Mene8ly cites a 
letter from Lincoln to Cameron which is no longer to be 
found in the War Department files. Meneely's paraphrase 
of the letter is therefore reported here verbatim; Cameron 
to Craig, May 4, 1861, Nat. Arch., Sec. War's Off., Letters 
Sent, Military Affairs. 
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CHAPTER V 
THE INVENTORS AND THE GOVERNMENT 
Far from bearing out the jesting prophecy of Congress-
man Lincoln that the great days of invention were over, 
the last of the fifties saw applications flooding in upon 
the Patent Office as never before. Those were the days when 
a lone inventor could succeed w~thout capital or long tech• 
nical training, so long as he had imagination and mechanical 
ingenuity. Invention waa a pastime still wide open to the 
general public. During the war years, for example, a family 
newspaper like the Boston Transcript made room in its four 
pages for a regular weekly list of patents granted to New 
Bnglanders, and a long list at that. Not only Lincoln, but 
also such non-professionals as Eli Thayer, the abolitionist, 
and William Rosecrans, commander of the Army of the Cumber-
land, got the~r names on the lists of patents granted.1 
In this inventive fertility, the Northern state~with 
their industries and diversified farming, far surpassed the 
one crop South with its unskilled slave labor. During that 
week in May, 1849, when "A. Lincoln of Springfield, Ills." 
received his patent for an improved method of lifting vessels 
lBoston Transcript, Sept. 1, 1862; Sci. Amer., Sept. 6, 
1862. 
59 
over shoals, nineteen other inventors also were granted 
patents, of whom only two lived in slave states - one in 
Monroe County, Virginia, and the other, who had an improved 
cotton gin, in Darlington, South Carolina.2 The Civil War 
forced upon the Confederacy a bitter recognition of how 
appropriate was the phrase 11Yankee ingenuity"~ for the 
South lagged far behind the Korth not only in machines, but 
also in the skill to design and run them. The Confederacy 
exampted its cobblers from military service and still its 
troops went shoeless; while after a year of war, the Nortn 
had the McKay sewing-machine to sew a hundred pair of shoes 
for every pair sewn by hand. Lack of rails and rolling 
stock almost paralyzed Southern railroads; while the North 
set a new record for iron rail production in every year ~ 
the war except the first. Much the same disparity held 
true for almost every kind of industry. And back of its 
physical plant, Northern industry had reserves of skill 
which the South could not hope to match. "The truth is 
all of the engine runners on our roads are Yankees," com-
plained one Southerner to his wife, "and I hear in various 
quarters of the delay of troops attributed to them."3 In 
short, the skilled labor which the South had so lately 
2sci. Amer., June 2, 1849. 
3E. Merton Coulter, The Confederate States of America, 
1861-1865 (Louisiana State University, 1950), PP• 210, 
274, 27o-277; Emerson D. Fite, Social and Industrial Con-
ditions in the North During the Civil War (New York, 1910) 1 
PP• 91 1 93n. 
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scorned and repelled was badly missed in wartime. Nor 
did Southern inventiveness spring into action at the call 
of war. "There are at least forty inventions, each of 
them infalli~, for totally demolishing the ~ankee fleet 
and army," commented the Richmond Enquirer sarcastically; 
but what they and others were worth may be gauged from the 
fact that the Confederate Patent Office issued only 266 
patents during the whole war.l 
The military implications of "Yankee ingenuity" were 
not lost upon the North. "Take our word for it, 11 trump-
eted the Philadelphia Enquirer early in the war, in strik• 
ing contrast to it~ Richmond namesake, "these geniuses 
will yet produce some patent Secession-Excavator, some 
Traitor-Annihilator, some Rebel-Thrasher, some Confederate 
State Milling Machine, which will grind through, shell 
out, or alice up this war, as if it were a busnel of wheat 
or an ear of corn, or a big apple. 11 5 And even after a 
year of war had shown the Confederacy to be rather less 
digestible than a big apple, John Ericsson, the designer 
of the Monitor, wrote to Lincoln in a similar vein. nThe 
time has come, Mr. President," insisted the engineer in 
August, 1862, 
when our cause will have to be sustained, not 
4coutter,COnfederate States, PP• 217~218. 5Quoted in Sci. Amer., Aug. 3, 1861. 
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by numbers, but by superior weapons. By a pro-
per application of mechanical devises alone will 
you be able with absolute certainty to destroy 
the enemies of the Union. Such is the inferiority 
of the Southern States in a mechanical point of 
view, that it is susceptible of demonstration that, 
if you apply our mechanical resources to the full-
est extent, you can gestroy the enemy without en-
listing another man. 
Yet in the first eighteen months of the war, there was 
an unexpected drop in the number ot patents granted by 
Union authority. Those granted in the first ten months 
of 1862 numbered less than half as many as in the correspond• 
ing months of 1860.7 Lincoln reviewed the cawe of a patent 
examiner who had been dismissed, despite his ability, prompt-
ness, and "unchanging suavity of manners"; but Patent 6omm-
issioner Holloway insisted that business was too slack to 
warrant keeping him.8 In his first annual message to Conw 
grass, in December, 1861, Lincoln blamed the decline on the 
temporary business depression which came with the outbreak 
of war9; while Holloway thagh.t that ttthe great inventive 
mind of the country" had been "attracted in another direction 
by the startling scenes of rebellion."10 "Where are the 
inventors1" asked the Scientific American in November, 1862, 
mindful perhaps of its heavy stake in the matter. "certainly," 
it insisted, "half of them cannot have gone to the war."11 
6Ericsson to Lincoln, Aug. 2, 1862, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
7sc1. Amer., May 25, 1861, Nov. 22, 1862; The American 
Annual C clo edia and Re ister of ~ke Im ortant Events of 
the Year 1862 New York, 1868 , p. 699. 
8Titian R. Feale to J. E. Holmead, Sept. 6, 1861, Alfred 
Holmead to Chambr•, Oct. 21, 1861, David P. Holloway to 
whsm it may concern, R. T. Lincoln Colle 
Lincoln, Works, V, 45. 11 lOsci. Amer., March 22, 1862• ~., Nov. 22, 1862. 
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To thoae who knew army lire,it sometimes seemed that 
half the nation 1 e inventors had gone to the war. As a 
preview of exploits to come, there was the experience ot 
Major-General Eenj amin F. Butler and his troops at Annaw 
polis in April, 1861. With the fate of the Capttal still 
uncertain, a dismantled locomotive in the Annapolis engine 
house threatened to delay the Massachusetts troops in their 
race toward the city. Butler assembled his troops and asked 
them if any of th6m could repair it. One stalwart Yankee 
stepped from the ranks. nwell, General," said he, "I rather 
think I can. I made that engine." In a few hours the loco-
motive was in order, men were round to· run the engine, man 
the brakes, feed the fires, and conduct the train; and th& 
secessionist ears of Annapolis were serenaded by its tri-
umphant whistle dying away in the direction of Washington.12 
At the siege of Fort Pulaski a year later, a mortar 
battery lay idle for want of ruse plugs for its shells. 
Suddenly the ordnance officer had a happy thought: 
There was a Yankee regiment on the island; all 
Yankees are whittlers; if this regiment could 
be turned out to-night, they might whittle 
enough fuse-plugs before morning to fire a 
thousand rounds. So ••• the 6th Connecticut was 
ordered out to whittle, and did whittle to 
advantage, providing all the plugs that were 13 
msed in Battery Totten on the two succeeding days. 
12New York Times, April 27, 1861, quoted in Frank Moore 
(ad .), The Rebellion Record (New York, 1862), I, part 3, P• 
55; Sci. Amer., May 11, 1861; Benjamin F. Butler, Butler's 
Book (Boston, 1892), PP• 2m1-202. 
--r3Battles and Leaders, II, 7n. 
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Similar, if less pt oturesque incidents were common through-
out the war. Streams were spanned, canals out, railroads 
built and rebuilt, all with labor drawn from the ranks. · 
"Among the national peculiarities developed by the war," 
remarked the Scientific American justly, 11not the least 
striking is the versatility of our soldier mechanics. n5.~14 
The first year of the war, 1861, was the peak year for 
military inventions.15 In the last pre-war Congress, Sen-
ator ~efferson Davis of Mississipp~ had managed to put 
through a law prohibiting the use of patented articles by 
the Ar.my or Navy, ostensibly in the interests of economy; 
b~t after the desertion of Southern congressmen, the dis-
ability was swiftly removed and the patent laws overhauled 
generally.l6 Hopes ran high among those with ideas for 
new weapons. In the first weeks of war, the Scientific 
American drew an alluring picture for its inventive readers. 
uThe patentees of articles used in camps and by the army, 11 
it said rather imaginatively, 11 are reaping a rich harvest. 
There is an enormous demand for improved firearms, cannon, 
shells, projectiles, explosive grenades, and military accout-
erments of all kinds." Half its patent department was work-
ing on that type of application, it reported, and added 
significantly that no more than a quarter of those submitted 
14sci. Amer., Nov. 1, 1862. 
15war or no war, it should be noted, inventions were still 
dominated by the tools of peace. In December, 1861, for ex-
ample, only 58 out of 420 patent applications were for mil-
itary inventions - fewer than for farm implements or tt land 
co£geyance and engineering 11 ,Sci. Amer., Mar. 22, 1862.) 
Ibid., Mar. 2, 186l;AMer. Ariri. Gyc., I (1861), 562. 
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were found to be worth patenting. Some of the aforesaid 
inventions, the magazine remarked vaguely, were already 
adopted and making money, while other inventors "are pat-
iently waiting the action of the officials before whom 
their inventions have been submitted for examination. 11 17 
The last remark may have given pause to some inventors; 
but a. month later, the periodical recorded that "every mail 
brings to thia office scores of letters suggesting Lnprove-
ments in articles of warfara. 1118 Experience taught a. hard 
lesson to such dreamers. 
Ripley had problems enough besetting him, he felt, with-
out wasting time on wild-eyed eccentrics with eupposed 
improvemente in weapons. Although his principa~- assistant 
was nominally the comparatively young Captain James G. 
Benton, just brought down from West Point after four years 
there as instructor in ordnance, the new Chief of Ordnance 
19 leaned heavily on the routine-wise Captain Maynadier. But 
in spite of Maynadier - or perhaps because of him - the 
Ordnance Office suffered from inefficiency. When the office 
fell behind in its paper work, as it usually did, Ripley 
would call for more clerks, who were usually forthcoming; 
but additional clerks notwithstanding, Ripley did not get 
1~1·• ilne11J. ; ·y~uly e. i\01861. 
1 Id. ; -Aug:· 17, 1861. 
19Allen Johnson and Dumas Malone (eds.), Dictionary of 
American Biography (20 vola.), "James Gilchrist Benton", 
II, 208; Dyer Inquiry, I, 489. 
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his monthly return filed for April, 1861, until April, 
1862, because of the great "press of businessn. 20 Sec-
retary Cameron did nothing to help straighten things out. 
His main interests were patronage and the awarding of 
contracts, which he seemed to feel belonged in the same 
category. 
Worse even than office inefficiency was the desperate 
shortage of ordnance officers. It took Ripley a few weeks 
to realize there was such a shortage; early in May, he 
turned down an applicant for an ordnance lieutenancy on 
the grounds that there was no vacancy, and he added grat• 
uitously that if there had been, it would be filled only 
by a West Point graduate 11as has been the invariable 
practice heretofore.n21 Seven weeks later, Ripley gave 
Cameron anguished notice that the Ordnance Depa.rtmen t' s 
strength was "entirely inadequate" for wartime. 22 Con-
gress twice authorized an increase in officer personnel, 
reaching a total of sixty-four by March, 1863; but even 
with field duties delegated to volunteer officers, the 
number was hopelessly inadequate to command the various 
arsenals, contract for arms, inspect them, deliver them, 
and serve at various field headquarters, let alone give 
proper attention to the hundreds of new weapons urged upon 
20MacDougall, "Federal Ordnance Bureau", PP• 105, 213, 
175 208. 21ord. Off., Misc. Letters Sent, 1861, LII, 623. 
22afficial Records, series 3, I, 292. 
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the Department.23 
Aside from the foregoing ebstacles to the adoption of 
new weapons, there was the reluctance of the hard-pressed 
Ordnance Department to delay vital production by chan~ing 
models. The dilemma was nothing new. Sixteen years before, 
on the eve of the Mexican War, Ripley himself, as com.mandm t 
of the Springfield Armory, had so far forgotten himself as 
to suggest a change. The Chief of Ordnance promptly set 
him right. 11It was decided," wrote that dignitary, 11 that 
the moment of beginning a campaign was not a proper time to 
effe.ct a change of arms. 11 24 Colonel Talcott's pronouncement 
of 1845 lends support to that made by Dr. Vannevar Bush 
before a Congressional committee in 1945: 
Basically research and procurement are incompat-
ible. New developments are upsetting to procure-
ment standards and procurement schedules. A pro-
curement group is under the constant urge to reg-
ularize and standardize, ••• To be effective, new 
devices must be the responsibility of a group of 
enthusiasts whose attentions are undilu~gd by 
other and conflicting responsibiliti e s. 
A War Department regulation of 1852 prescribed the course 
to be taken with inventors. The invent or was to describe 
the character, object, and advantages of his invention. 
If the Ordnance Department deemed it wo r thy of trial, the 
inventor was to provide the model for trial and to pay 
23Theodore F. Rodenbaugh and William L. Haskins (eds.), 
The Arimy of the United States, 1789-1869 ; (New York, 1896), 
p. 132; Major General Emory Upton, The Military Policy of 
the United States ( Washington, D. C., 1916), P• 262; Official 
Records, series 1, XII, part iii, P• 95. 
Z4Fuller, Springfield Shoulder Arms, p. 99. 
25James Phinney Baxt er 3rd, Scientists Against Time (Boston, 
1946), P• 12. 
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all charges aside from labor, ammunition, proving grounds, 
and skill, which were to be provided by the Department.26 
This arrangement had the convenient effect of discouraging 
inventors to poor to make models and send them for trial. 
But Ripley refused to follow even the form of the regulation 
' if he could safely do otherwise. In May, 1861, for ex~ple, 
he wrote an inventor that 11for the present, the Dept. is 
27 
unable to test your invention." In July, he wrote another 
that ••the time and attention of this Department is ao much 
absorbed in supplying the current wants of the Army aa to 
prevent it from considering new inventions, even if they are 
of a promising character. 1128 And aa late aa May, 1862, he 
inf'or.med a N,ew Englander that 11 this Department is not pre-
pared to teat your projectile.n29 
In judging Ripley's opposition to new weapons, such 
impedimenta as have been pointed out - pressure of paper 
work, lack of trained officers, initial emphasis on quant-
ity rather than quality - cannot be shrugged off. But Rip-
ley's tone leads one to su8pect that, in the phrase of 
Woltaire, if such excuses had not existed, he would have 
f'elt it necessary to invent them. He seemed to regard the 
chastening of inventors as an act of virtue in itself. To 
a man with an improved sight for night firing, for example, 
~~Ord. Off., "Inv.u, class 8, #18:3. 
Ripley to w. w. Hubbell, May 5, 1861, Ord. Off., Misc. 
Letters Sent. 
28Ripley to A. H. Woodworth, July 6, 1861, ~· 
29Ripley to w. H. Smith, May 9, 1862, ibid. 
68 
he wrote that the device "will only add another to the 
many proofs of the inexpediency and injury of complicat-
ing arms by hastily adopting imaginary improvements.n30 
Inventors who made the pilgrimage to the Winder Building 
found their principal reward to be undisguised contempt. 
The clerk in charge of Ordnance Office corre~pondence once 
appeared before a court of inquiry. "Has it been the 
custom, 11 he was asked, "to enter into scientific and theor-
etical discussions with inventors when they presented their 
inventions to the department?" "oh, noln replied the 
astonished witness.3l 
Naturally enough, the atmosphere of mutual destestation 
which grew up between Ripley and the inventors soon bec~e 
thick beyond dispelling. In an editorial entitled "Impert-
inence of the Ordnance Department toward Inventors," the 
Scientific American charged Ripley with "rudeness and cir-
cumlocution of the rankest kind. 1132 Against such treatment 
of inventors, the periodical waged a determined campaign, 
which itself may have contributed to the feeling noted in 
September, 18o3. "Things have reached such a pass," complain-
ed the magazine, "that inventors are shy of presenting 
plans that have to be experimented upon by Government before 
30ord. Off., "Inv.", :Misc., #222. 
31Dyer Inquiry, II, 466-467 • . 
3~ci. Amer., Sept. 19, 18o3. 
acceptance, and the consequence is that the country 
suffers. 1133 
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Inventors being a dedicated lot, . those with time and 
money tried other avenues to government attention than the 
one blocked by that stubborn old man in t he ~finder Build-
ing. One such recourse, for those whose inventions were 
not by their nature bound to the land - and few were - was 
the Navy Department's Bureau of Ordnance, Which evolved 
during the war from a curious hybrid called the Bureau of 
Ordnance and Hydrography. The Navy Ordnance Bureau may 
not have been perfect in its organization; 11 tba t now exist-
ing-'' 11 wrote Dahlgren in June, 1862 (before he became Chief), 
"would neutralize the abilities of the most skillful Ord-
nance expert in this or any other country. 1134 But its 
problems and responsibilities never rose to the proportions 
that overwhelmed its military counterpart, and so the Navy 's 
ordnance offic ers se emed a little less harassed and a little 
readier to hear inventors. The Ordnance Bureau's rules 
for dealing with inventors were essentially those of the 
Ordnance Department: t ests would b e made by the government 
if models were furnished by the inventor, and if success-
ful enough would lead to trial in service. 35 It was the 
33sc1. Amer., Sept. 19, 1863. See also issues of May 24, 
18%~, July 19, 1862, Jan. 17, 1863, and Feb. 28, 1863. 
John A. Dahlgren to John P . Hale, June 3, 1862, Dahlgren 
Pa%~rs, Library of Congress. 
unahlgren to O. B. Pierce, Aug. 2, 1862, Nat. Arch., Bur. 
Nav. Ord., Letters Sent, Misc.; Dahlgren to Gideon Welles, 
June 27, 1863, Dahlgren Papers, Library of Congress. 
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Navy Department's attitude from the top down that made 
the difference. Secretary Welles, for example, impressed 
by the flood of inventors' proposals pouring in upon the 
Department, asked Congress in ~~rch, 1862, for $100,000 
to be used in experiments and in trials of proposed in• 
ventions.36 He did not get the money, but he made the gest-
ure • which is more than Secretary Cameron or his successor 
thought of doing. 
In that sphere of policy now called 11public relations" 
the Navy's Ordnance Bureau worked far more effectively than 
the Army's Ordnance Department. It cultivated the favor 
of the Scientific American with entire success. "We are 
pleased to find, 11 commented the latter regally in September, 
1863, 'cthat inventors, generally, except ••• ~he Chief' of the 
Ordnance Burea3 ••• from any neglect, intentional or OGherwise; 
all parties unite in according this gentl~an a willingness 
and favorable disposition toward new inventions which it 
would be well for others to adopt. 1137 
Nevertheless, though the inventor who wanted a fair trial 
put on record would fare best with the Navy, the really big 
orders had to come from the Army; and so another avenue to 
the sale of their devices which inventors often travelled 
was that which led through generals in the field. In spite 
36secretary Welles to the Speaker of the House, June 11, 
18~7' in 37th Cong., 2d Sees., House Ex. Doc. 126, P• 1. 
Sci. Amer., Sept. 19, 1863. 
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of regulations to the contrary, military commanders 
often bought arms without asking the Ordnance Department 
about it; Fr6mont and McClellan were notable offenders 
in this respect during 1861.38 Nor did the generals have 
to break rules in order to help inventors, for they could 
pester the Ordnance Department with requisitions for 
particular types of arms - and in this respect also, Fr6M 
mont and McClellan were conspicuous. 39 Last,and for pract-
ical purposes least, the generals could furnish inventors 
with testimonials and letters of recommendation if they so 
inclined. 
By all odds the most operu.mittded of the generals and 
therefore the sharpest thorn in General Ripley's side was 
Benjamin F. Butler, Major-General of Volunteers. Butler 
was a "political gen•ral", appointed not because of mili-
tary experience or talent, but because he was a powerful 
Massachusetts Democrat who might carry along some of his 
party in support of the war. He was a strong, heavy, midale-
aged man, quick in wit and in manner, with shrewd, fleshy 
features, thinning hair, and heavy eye-lids, one of which 
drooped oddly, as if to suggest the moral obliquity of 
which he was so aften and so convincingly accused. The 
38MacDougall, "Federal Ordnance Bureau", P• 216; Official 
Records, series 3, I, 538-539; Ripley to George B. McClellan, 
July 7, 1~62, Ord. Off., Misc. Letters Sent. 
39MacDougall, "Federal Ordn.ance Bureau", PP• 48-49 • 
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South execrated him, calling him "Beast Butler", while 
the North half-admired him, for his blunt insensitivity 
and his sly opportunism. Butler rushed in where angels 
feared to tread, but he was no fool, for all of that. "A 
vivacious, prying man, this Butler," said Russell of the 
London Times, "full of bustling life, self-esteem, revelling 
in the exercise of power.n40 
Historians have often pointed out how fertile the mind 
of Benjamin Butler was in unorthodox political and legal 
expedients; none, not even Butler himself, seem to have 
realized how true this was of his approaah to military 
technology. 41 Few new devices appeared on Civil War battle• 
fields of which Butler was not either the first or a very 
early advocate; Several which enlisted the support or 
interest of President Lincoln will be discussed later~ but 
there were others. In the summer of 1861, Butler bec~e 
the first American general to champion military aeronautics. 
"It is greatly to his credit," says the leading historian 
of Civil War balloon activities, "that he encouraged a 
branch of military science than in its infancy in this 
country, where his administrative superiors failed or re• 
fused to recognize its possibilities.n42 Butler heartily 
40aussell, My Diary, pp. 151-152, 153. 
41Butler's Book, an autobiographical account which devotes 
more than 700 pages to Butler's Civil War experiences, makes 
no mention of balloons, machine guns, or other military 
devices in which Butler was a pioneer. The only instances 
of which Butler himself made much were the powderboat episode 
(~~. 775, 799-806) and an ingenious expedient for stopping 
a leak in a ~essel (~p. 349-351). ~GY• ~tansourylfayaon, Aeronautics in the Union and Con-
federate Armies (Baltimore, 1941), I, 109. 
73 
endorsed the use of wire entanglements in the static war• 
fare along his fron t at Bermuda Hundred in 1864.43 It was 
said at the time that he also devised a kite which was sent 
over the Confederate lines with a bundle of Lincoln's 
amnesty proclamations, which •ere released by a string and 
showered upon the rebel troops.44 One of his most celebrated 
schemes was suggested by a devastating powder explosion 
near London. Butler proposed to Lincoln, ~eneral Halleck, 
and ABsistant Secretary of the Navy Gustavus v. Fox that a 
ship laden with powder be sent as close to the rebel Fort 
Fisher as possible and detonated to disable the fort and its 
defenders. Fox fel l in with the idea readily, and Lincoln 
with more caution.45 The Chief of Engineers indited a six• 
teen page essay on previous explosions and thetr effects, 
reaching the conclusion that Fort Fisher would not be much 
disturbed.46 But there was an old hulk available and plenty 
of powder , B O the s cheme w s tri ed. Some de se r ters from the 
for t were asked wha t effect the explosion had. "It was 
dreadful ,'' said one , ttit woke up everybody in Fort Fisher." 
But l er's notion does not seem to have h ad a fair trial. ~ome­
thing went wrong, perhaps because of ~avy bungling in the 
preparation of the boat, as butler charged, more likely 
43sci. Amer., July 30, 1864; Butler's Book, P• 658. 
44sci. Amer., Aug. 6, 1864. 
45eutler•s Book, PP• 775, 799-806. 
46ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1864, WD1213. 
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because of bad powder. 47 But recent experience indicates 
that Butler's scheme would not have worked in any case. 
This "vivacious, prying man 11 with his pushing ways and 
his amateur's enthusiasm for military gadgets collided al-
most immediately with the Ordnance Department and its field 
officers. One of Butler's early favorites was the Sawyer 
projectile for rifled cannon, a flanged projectile with a 
soft metal coating and an expanding soft metal base. 48 In 
June, 1861, Butler was commanding at Fortress Monroe ne,ar 
the mouth of Chesapeake Bay. Captain Alexander B. Dyer 
of the Ordnance Corps, a brisk, pugnacious Virginian who 
had cleaved at last to the Union after much mental travail, 
was in command of the arsenal at the Fort. 49 When Butler 
let Sawyer come down to the fort to conduct experiments, 
Dyer bristled with annoyance. Throughout the war, the var-
ious military bureaus were jealous of their freedom f~:Jom 
interference by field officers; and they were remarkably 
successful in guarding and exercising that freedom. 50 Dyer 
struck a blow for that principle by charging Butler with a 
violation of regulations.51 Perhaps Dyer also was moved by 
professional opposition to the Sawyer projectiles; Russell 
of the TDnes saw some practice with them and remarked rather 
47Admiral David D. Porter, Incidents and Anecdotes of the 
Civil War (New York, 1885), p. 272. 
48captain James G. Benton, A Course of Instruction in Ord-
nance and Gunnery (New York, t862), p. 536. 
49Alexander B. Dyer ( 11 A.B.D.") to Alfred Mordecai, May 18, 
1861, Mordecai Papers, Library of Congress; Diet. Amer. Bio~, 
ttAlexander Brydie Dyer 11 , V, 580-581. 
50Roscoe Pound, "Bureaus and Bureau Methods in the Civil 
War Era", Mass. Hist. Soc. Proceedings, LXVII (1945). 
olwashington ~. June 25, 1861. 
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cuttingly that 11 on the whole I wiSh our enemies may always 
fight us with Sawyer guns, particularly as the shells cost 
between *s6 and fa7 a-piece."52The quarrel was taken t o Sec-
retary Cameron, who seems to have uphe l d Dyer; but Dyer•s 
vi ctor y l eft re s en t ment amou ldering in t he fiear t of Benjamin 
Butle r. Af ter the war, when Dyer was Chief of Ordnance ani 
But l er a power in Congress, the latter revenged himself by 
hara ssing Dyer with a Congressional investigation. Buring 
t h e war, moreover, Butler continued to flout the Ordnance 
53 Department unabashed. 
There was yet another possibility open to an inventor 
who had been rebuffed not only by Ripley, but also by the 
Navy and by generals in the field. That was an appeal to 
civilian influence, Congressional or otherwise. The Sci-
entific American cynically informed a Pennsylvanian corres-
pond ent that "your only chance of making anything by your 
invention is to get some person of capital and influence 
interested with you by giving him a good share. 11 54 Many a 
Congressman thus came to know the dusky second floor hallway 
of the Winder Building as well as he knew the Capitol Rotun-
da. A law was finally passed requiring the Chief of Ord-
n ance to publicize lobbying done by Congressmen, but in March, 
52Russell, My Diary, P• 154. 
53nyer Inquiry, I, 117. Dyer testified in 1868 that in his 
belief General Butler had been unfriendly to him for several 
years. Butler denied it, but his denial had a perfunctory 
ring. (Ibid., II, 610); an example of Butler's independent 
attitude toward the Ordnance Office is in Ord. Off . , Letters 
Reg'd, 1861, WD2096. 
4sci. Amer., Feb. 7, 1863. 
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1864, the Chief had to be reminded that it did not apply 
merely to lobbying initiated by Congressmen. 55 Men in al-
most every walk of public life transmitted requests and 
applications to the Ordnance Office. ~ice-President Han-
nibal Hamlin put in a word for a fellow townsman in Ban-
gor, Maine, who had a steel point for slug~. 56 , Secretary 
of the Interior Caleb Smith took an interest in a patent 
shell. 57 Spencer F. Baird, noted geologist and Assistant 
Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, paused in the 
labor of pure science to notify the Office that his brother 
Thomas, a Pennsylvania iron founder, wanted an order. 58 The 
President's private secretary, John Hay, asked a hearing 
for one Adalbert Parsch, who had an explosive bullet. 59 On 
the stationery of the New York Customs House, Collector 
Hiram Barney invited General Ripley's attention to the 
bearer, Mr. William Page, "the distinguished artist & auth• 
or, who has made an invention in fire arms which he wishes 
to place at the disposal of the Government."60 H. F. Mann, 
a Pittsburgh inventor, wanted a job as assistant inspector 
in conducting trials of his own breech-loading cannon, and 
1n this ambition he was sustained by Schuyler Colfax, Speaker 
55ord. Off., Letters Rec 1d, 1864, WD387. 
56ord. Off., Register of Letters Rec 1 d, 1862, W.0907, H516. 
57 Ibid., WD205 • 
58Ibid., Bl74. 
~90rd. Off., "Inv. 11 , class 8, #260. 60ord. Off., Letters Rec 1d, 1861, B636. 
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of the House of Representatives. 61 The Chief of Ordnance 
respectfully dissented. 11It would scarcely be proper," he 
pointed out to the affable politician, "to employ Mr. Mann 
to test his own invention. 1162 Perhaps the Honorable Mr. 
Colfax was even then suffering from the moral astigmatiffin 
which at last destroyed his career. 
None of the approaches thus far discussed - the two 
Ordnance Bureaus, the field commanders, the politicians -
~ucceeded in using the North's resources of inventive genius, 
the wartime power of which had at first been so exuberantly 
forecast. Yet to this problem of using civilian inventive 
talent in the prosecution of the war, the Scientific Amer" 
lean had offered a logical solution as early as May 4, 1861. 
This was the appointment of a special, permanent board ~ 
experts, unfettered by other duties and uninhibited by 
production schedules, to examine and sift proposals for 
63 
new weapons. The plan was urged again in August, and by 
letters to the editor early the next year. 64 
Though the idea had support among the overworked off-
icers of the Army Ordnance Department, it was the Navy that 
came closest to trying it out. 6G Early in 1862, Secretary 
Welles appointed a three-man board to consider inventions, 
61 Ord. Off., Letters Rec 1d, 1864, C682. 
62Alexander B. Dyer to Hon. Schuyler Colfax, Dec. 12, 
18~~~ Ord. Off., Misc. Letters Sent. 
Sci. Amer., May 4, 1861. 
64Ibid., Aug. 3, 186~, Jan. 4, 1862, Feb. 16, 1862, May 17, 
18
gS38th Cong., 2d Seas., Senate, Rep. Comm. 121, P• 108. 
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and in September of that year he set up a successor to it.66 
But the best known and most active of the Navy's standing 
boards for inventions was the "Permanent Commission" organ-
ized in February of 1863. This was the suggestion of Charles 
Henry Davis, Chief of the Bureau of Navigation, a Harvard 
graduate and a student of mathematics and astronomy.67 Secre-
tary Welles characterized him as 11more of a scholar than 
sailor. 1' 68 Davis 1 s friend Joseph Henry, Secretary of the 
Smithsonian Institution, presented Davis's idea to the govern-
ment, which adopted it in toto. 69 The Commission's three 
members, Davis, Henry, and Alexander D. Bs che of the Coast 
Survey, received no pay, but could call in consultants on 
specific cases. The Commission was to deal with 11 questions 
of science and art upon which the Department may require 
infonnation. 1170 11 This commission was no sinecure, and was 
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constantly in session, 11 wrote Davis's son and biographer. 
Gro wing out of the P ermanent Commission, a "National 
Academy of Scienees" was instituted by an act of Congress 
in 1863. Its investigations for the government during the 
Civil war were interesting and sometimes picturesque, like 
6 6Boston Transcript, Jan. 3, 1862; Gideon ~1elles toR. C. 
Bristol, Aug. 28, 1862, Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., Letters 
Rec'd, "Inventions, Rifle & Smoothbore, 1862- 1 4 11 • 
o7charles H. Davis, Life of Charles Henry Davis, Rear Ad-
miral (Boston, 1899), PP• 4, 86, 113. 
68Welles, Diary, I, 511. 
69Davis, Davis, p. 289. 
70Frederick w. True (ed.), A History of the First Half-
Century of the National Academy of Sciences ( Washington, 
D. G., 1913), PP• 1-2. 
7lnavis, Davis, p. 286. 
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the one it did for the War Department on the purity of 
whiskey, and its internal politics were lively; but since 
it had little or nothing to do with w~ons, it need not 
i.172 be discussed here at any langth.J..,P . 
The idea of an independent agency to deal with mili-
tary and naval technology was not fully explored during 
the Civil War; the Navy boards were useful for screening 
proposals, but they did little to develop them. Neverthe-
less, the idea did not die with the end of that war. In 
the First World War, the Naval Consulting Board under Thomas 
Edison worked to much ~he same purpose; and in the Second 
World War, Vannevar Bush's National Defense Research 
Council inherited and expanded the tradition. 73 Bush's 
N.D.R.C. carried out the research which developed the 
atomic bomb, thus bringing a grim validity to young 
Henry Adams's prophecy of 1862 that "some day science may 
have the existence of mankind in its power, and the human 
74 
race commit suicide by blowing up the world." 
72True, First Half-Century, PP• 225-226, 204-205; F. A. 
P. Barnard to J. E. Hilgard, Dec. 31, 1864, N. Y. Hist. 
So~ , "Misc. Mss. B." 't~I. Bernard Cohen, "Science in the Civil Warn, Technology 
Re~iew, XLVIII (1945), 192. 
4worthington Chauncy Ford (ed.), A Cycle of Adams 
Letters, 1861-1865 (Boston, 1920), I, 135. 
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CHAPTER VI 
LINCOLN AND THE INVENTORS 
Every morning of the week a perspiring messenger with 
a mail sack would mount the stairs to the second floor 
of the White House - or Executive Mansion, as it was formal-
ly designated in Abraham Lincoln's time- and would spread 
the writing public's daily offerings before the President's 
private secretaries. All three of the secretaries were 
young,and all three from Illinois. Two of them, the serious, 
methodical John Nicolay, and the brilliant, flippant, slight-
ly snobbish John Hay, had come to Washington with the £res-
ident-Elect; the other, an ex-newspaperman named William o. 
Stoddard, who had been an early advocate of Lincoln's 
candidacy, joined them before the administration was a 
month old. Stoddard screened the incoming correspondence, 
filing a good part of it in two big wicker wastebaskets on 
either side of his desk; most of the rest was referred by 
one or another of the secretaries to appropriat• departments 
without troubling the President. Not long after the war, 
Hay remembered that Lincoln did not read one in fifty of 
the incoming sackful, though his ratio is probably not to 
be taken literally.1 
lMearns, Lincoln Papers, I, 38•41; the Washington Star, 
April 3, 1861, notes Stoddard's appointment. · 
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It was a rare day when inventors were not represent-
ed among the President's correspondents. There were many 
of them, and they had begun early. The month of Lincoln's 
election to the Presidency was not over before a New York 
Herald reporter noticed at the President-Elect's Illinois 
headquarters that "inventors are exceedingly liberal with 
circulars and samples.u 2 After Lincoln took office, their 
liberality mounted. In the files of the Army Ordnance 
Office alone, there still exist more than 150 such letters 
which escaped Stoddard's wastebaskets; and to these must 
be added those in Navy Department and other government 
files, as well as those remaining among Lincoln's own 
papers. Of those inventors who wrote the government during 
the Civil War, one out of every seven or eight addressed 
himself at one time or another to President Lincoln.3 And 
of those addressed to the President, one in eight bears 
some notation in Lincoln's own hand. If John Hay's one-
in-fifty ratio is taken literally, the President and his 
secretaries must have dealt kindly with inventors. 
Why did they write to Abraham Lincoln? Looking at 
some of the scrawled, blotted, misspelled scraps that 
bore news to the President of new wonders in warfare, one 
2Mearns, Lincoln Papers, I, 35. 3An examination of nearly 2000 letters in the special 
file "Inventions" in the Ordnance Office records of the 
National Archives shows 151 letters addressed to the Pres-
ident. Others may well have escaped notice. Since most 
who addressed one letter to Lincoln later favored the Ord-
nance Office with two or three, the percentage of individuals 
who wrote Lincoln must have been much hi~er than the 
percentage of all letters addressed to h~. 
82 
su5pects that their authors knew of no one else in the 
government. Probably a sLmilar lack of information ex-
plains why a large proportion of foreign invsnt ors wrote 
to the President rather than the Chief of Ordnance or the 
Secretary of War. Nearly a score wrote from England or 
Rrance. In this unconscious international rivalry, the 
French pulled ahead, encouraged, perhaps, by the fact that 
their own leader, Napoleon III, was an artillery inventor 
himself and had given his name to the most widely used 
bronze fieldpiece i n the Union Ar.my. 4 Among the French 
propos als, perhaps t he most outrb was one f rom St . Sulpice 
hich promised to combine, i n some inconceivable manner, 
the des tructive elsments of inc endi ary and plague. 5 
Mo s t i nventors, however, wrote the ~resident for o ther 
reasons than simple ignor~1ce. 3ome were i n spired by per-
5onal regard for and trust in the President. An Illinoisan 
wrote h i m becauee he had seen and heard him debate with 
Dougla s. "From the estimate I then formed of your char-
a cter," wrot e the inventor , "I believe you would despise 
the being who would fear to address you on a subject of 
importance t o our common country, & of vital interest to 
6 his very, very, needy family." Soldier-inventors, who 
4s.even English inventors wrote Lincoln, as against ten 
French. 
bord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , classes 4&5, # 785. 
. 
6Ibid., 11 Inv. tt, class lc, #262. 
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increased in number as battle experience suggested im-
provements, shared the regard of their comrades for the 
Commander-in-Chief. "You are the only man with whom I 
will trust the secret," wrote one veteran with a projectile 
to offer.7 And from Auburn, New York, a disabled veteran 
wrote, "I take the liberty of addressing you with no other 
excuse than that I knew you to be the friend of the Soldier 
even though he be a Private. 11 He had written the Ordnance 
Department, said the invalid, but had got no answer. This 
time, the Ordnance Office did answer - and promptly.8 To• 
ward the end of the war, ~hree soldiers wrote the President 
from different outfits with the s~e idea: they had valuable 
military inventions and would like furloughs in Washingt~, 
the better to explain them. But Lincoln or his secretaries 
merely referred their letters to the Chief of Ordnance, 
who was unsympathetic. 9 
Other inventors wrote President Lincoln as a l a st resort. 
"I have tried every means a poor man could, to get a hear-
ing by the Government, without success," wrote a New Yorker,; 
"I now appeal to you."10 Some echoed an inventor who wrote 
Lincoln in June, 1861, 11 I applied at first to the Ordnance 
office and was there told, that, Government would be at no 
7
or d. Off., "Inv.", classes 4&5, #828. 
8Ibid. , 11 Inv. 11 , classes 4&5, #830. 
9Ibid., "Inv.", Misc., #452, 45b, 457; William Maynadier 
to PVt: William Phinley, Jan. 16, 1865; Alexander B. Dyer 
to William Averil, Mar. 14, 1865; Alexander B. Dyer to Cpl. 
Samuel Hill, Jan. 11 , Mar. 14, Mar. 18, 1865, Ord. Off., 
Mif8• Letters Sent. 
Ord. Off., "Inv.", class 8, #292. 
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expense, that my modell was too sma l l for a satisfactory 
experiment, and that I must construct and bring here, a 
l a r ge gun, at my own expense, which I am unable to do.nll 
A Michigan inventor had written a letter to Secretary of 
War Stanton, but suspecting that the Secretary nthrew it 
into the fire and called it a thing ," the inventor appealed 
to Lincoln; he was probably right in principle about Stan-
ton's reaction.l2 An East Tennesseean wrote from New York 
because ·white House ushers ha.d barred him from a personal 
interview with the President; all he asked was tta friendly 
note of recommendation" to manufacturers so that he might 
get backing for a trial gun.l3 There is no evidence that 
he got the note. 
Among the inventors who wrote to Lincoln were both 
the young and the old. A Brooklyn teen-ager named James 
Littlefield, who evidently lived with a guardian or foster 
father, wrote to offer the plan of "a Air gun, made in a 
different way from any gun that I ever saw" for a modest 
compensation of nnot lest than $800, per year during lif e,'' 
with the reasonable proviso that nif the gun proves unsuc-
cessful say nough about it."14 At the other end of life 
was ~ venerable Bostonian named William Foster. That gentle-
11ord. Off., "Inv. 11 , class la, #161. 
12Ibid., 11 Inv. 11 , classic, #274. 
13Ibid., "I nv.", class la , #253. 
14Jame 8 E. Littlefield to Lincoln, Nov. 2, 1861, ibid., 
11 Inv. 11 . 
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man wrote Congressman Samuel Hooper to outline a plan 
for twenty small boats, each with a gun, all fixed to-
gether in an arc and so arranged as to discharge all guns 
at once au the same point. As an engineer on the defenses 
of Boston Harbor in 1812, he had made the same suggestion 
without avail; but he was not easily discouraged. nif 
what has been said do not find ears,n he wrote, "I am will-
ing to live ninty more years for a trial ••• Will you pleaae 
to hand this to the President after giving two reading, 
if you have timet'' Hooper sent the letter to Nicolay and 
suggested a "complimentary acknowledgment ••• signed by the 
President. 1115 
Ideas and suggestions for new weapons came to Lincoln 
from incongruous quarters. An Ohioan wrote the President 
in Quaker style nto send thee a diagram of an improved 
shell. 1116 In the humanitarian tradition of Dr. Guillotin, 
who invented a machine "to cut off tz:our heads, gentlemen, 
without hurting you in the least," the medical ·profession 
was also represented. Dr. McCabe of Auburn, Iowa, offered 
Lincoln a gun that would bombard Norfolk from Fortress 
Monroe; Dr. Wallace of Buffalo, New York, offered the Pres-
ident a projectile; and from Dr. Richardson of Matherton, 
Michigan, Lincoln received a proposal for an incendiary 
15William Foster to Samuel Hooper, illar. 22, 1862, Nicolay 
Papers, Library of Congress; Samuel Hooper to John G. Nico·· 
lai May 15, 18o2, ibid. ~Ord. Off., 11 Inv~classes 4&5, #671. 
shell. 17 
Among the inventors who wrote Lincoln was the nor.mal 
proportion o£ schemers, charlatans, rascals, and ingrates 
- perhaps more than a normal proportion, £or in some men 
the adoption o£ their particular inventions grew to be a 
goal o£ such camp lling national and personal importance 
that be£ore it all other scruples were as cha£f. On June 
25, 1862- the day before McClellan's army came to bloody 
grips with Lee's in the battles o£ the Seven Daysr Captain 
Dahlgren wrote in his journal: 
Yesterday Mr. F., a clerk, came to me to say 
that a person had been to him with a view o£ obtain-
ing means to assail me, because I stood in the way 
o£ sundry ~mes o£ invention. He said there was 
a secret organization which would raise a £und to 
the end o£ removing me, and would leave nothing 
undone that could d~ge me, especially through 
Congress •••• This is a sample o£ the unscrupulous 
scoundrels that infest the government, whose sole 
aim is to rob the United States.l8 
The scheme reported by "Mr. F." came to nothing, i£ it ever 
existed. But, as will be seen, there was at least one such 
clique of disappointed inventors which entertained the de-
luded notion that it had used Mr . Lincoln to remove a Ghie£ 
of Ordnance. 
Among the President's correspondents, the record for 
impudence was probably achieved by a Philadelphia lawyer 
named A. M. Densmore, representing a cannon inventor named 
17ord. 0££. , "Inv.", class 1a, #181, classes 4&5, # 371, 
484 l~M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, p. 372. 
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William Beschke. In behalf of his client, who purported 
to have been a tutor in the family of Secretary Seward, 
Densmore asked the President for money or influence or 
both, either officially or as a private individual • this 
without even describing the Beschke cannon. Lincoln referr-
ed the letter to the Secretary of War, who passed it along 
to the Assistant Secretary; the latter asked Densmore 
reasonably enough for a description or drawings of the gun. 
Instead of replying, Densmore wrote Lincoln again, insisting 
that drawings or descriptions could not convey the ineffable 
merits of the cannon. But if the President would donate 
$500 for a model, that might do it. Densmore concluded by 
exhorting the President on his duty to the nation in a 
matter of such "extreme importance." Both Densmore's 
letters ended up unanswered in the Ordnance Office files. 19 
Benjamin Severson was a specimen ingrate. Severson 
had been an engineer, specializing in cast iron structures, 
who for twenty years or more before the war had been build-
ing various public edifices. In the late 1850's, he had 
worked under Captain Montgomery Meigs on the Capitol exten-
sions.20 Seeing what he deemed serious errors in the plans 
of Captain Meigs, Severson expounded his views to various 
legislative notables. Presently the officious Mr. Severson 
19ord. Off., 11 Inv.", class lc, #283, 286. 
2038th Gong., 2d Seas., Senate, Rep. Comm. 128, pp. 46-47. 
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was looking elsewhere for his livelihood, with bitter• 
ness in his heart toward all military engineers. 21 
Severson had trouble finding work. When the war broke 
out, he tried another tack and managed to interest Sec~etary 
of the Treasury Chase in a hard-tipped projectile of his 
invention. But when Ripley disabused him of his hopes in 
that direction, the desperate man turned to the President 
for help.22 In the spring of 1862 he wrote Lincoln a queru-
lous and bombastic letter, castigating Meigs's work on the 
Capitol, offering to improve military and naval construction 
generally, promising to reduce Island Number Ten in half 
the time already spent, and bragging that he could sink the 
Monitor in fmfteen minutes and the Merrimack in ten, presum-
ably with his projectile. Instead of putting Severson 
down as a crank, as a less openminded man would have done, 
Lincoln submitted the letter to the Chief of Engineers, writ-
ing on the back: "Will Gen. Totten please look over this, 
and the accompanying drawings, & give me his opinion of 
them. "23 
Old General Jos~ph Totten's opinion did not please Ben-
jamin Severson at all. "By competent persons," he wrote 
Lincoln, "I did not mean such as at present preside over 
2138th Gong., 2d Seas., Senate, R~p. Comm. 128, P• 26; 
B. Severson to Lincoln, Mar. 31, 1862, R. T. Lincoln,Coll. 
22ord. Off., "Inv.", classes 4&5, #289; J. W. Ripley to 
B. Severson, May 15, 1861, ibid., Misc. Letters Sent. 
23B. Severson to Lincoln, Mar. 31, 1862, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
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our military Bureaus." The errors of Totten and Meigs, 
wrote Severson, were 11numerous and glareing. 11 He fumed about 
the 11 inefficiency and blundering 11 of 11Military Engineers in 
high places. 11 He renewed his offer, repeated his claims, 
found new errors in the Capitol work, and protested his loy-
24 
al ty to the Re publican party. Three days later, having 
heard of a place for a prison warden, Severson asked for it 
in a decidedly humbler tone, pledging 11 strict regularity in 
its management . " 25 
Severson was a man of pride and some ability; there was 
pathos in his hQ~iliation. Perhaps it touched tbe President. 
11 Why, 11 said Attorney General Bates once, 11 if a man comes to 
him *ith a touching story, his judgment is almost certain 
to be affected by it. 1126 Whatever his reasons, Lincoln found 
Severson a job, first as a watchman at the Census Office, 
27 then as a clerk in the War Department Clothing Depot. Two 
years passed; Lincoln was up for re~lection, and his prospects 
seemed dark. In July, 1864, the President got a letter from 
a clerk at the Clothing Depot: 
This man Severson now, professedly your friend, 
proves to be your most bitter enemy, by agitating 
for the election of John C. Fremont to the pres-
idency, and operating against you with all his 
power and influence, pronouncing you a man 
wholly unfit for the Office you hold, a traitor 
on your own party, a man in whose h ands ~he 
reigns of Government were intirely misplaced. 
~~Severson to Lincoln, Apr . 19, 1862, R. T. Lincoln Call. 
Severson to Lincoln, Apr. 22, 1862, ibid. 
,26£rancis B. Carpenter, The Inner Life-or-Abraham Lincoln: 
Six Months at the White House (New York, 1869), p. 69. 
2'7Hutchinson' s Washin ton and Geor etown Director ( Wash-
ington, D. C., 1863 , Severson B. 
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On the letter Lincoln wrote simply: "Submitted to the 
Sec. of War. A. Lincoln."2' Pr•sumably Severson was 
discharged; th• Washington city directory for 1865 listed 
him as an inspector of the Washington aqueduct. 
There was a Brooklyn inventor named Bethel Burton,whose 
connection with Lincoln was slight, but whose case is 
worth looking at as an illustration of how blithely un-
troubled by scruples an inv•ntor could be. In 18591 Bur-
ton patented a breech-loading rifle. When war drew near, 
he and his backers tried to make the most of it. One 
backer tried the War Department in January, 1861, while 
another worked on the governor, the state military board, 
and the Union Defense Gommdttee of New York; but neither 
got an order for the rifle. 21 Burton tried speaking for 
himself in June, only to learn from Ripley that "until the 
existing pressure ceases it will be impossible ·to enter 
upon investigations and trials of new discoveries and in-
ventions.u.!O That rejoinder was a favorite wi:th Ripley; 
he had used it on Severson, for example. But Burton was 
more persistent and more shameless than his fellow supplic.ant. 
In July, he offered Ripley an equal share in the United 
States rights to the rifle as compensation for helping him 
28v1ctor Wauameyer to Lincoln, July 26, 1864, Nat. Arch., 
Of~~ of the Sec. of War, Prst 485. 
Ord. Off., "Inv.", class 6, #409; Official Records, 
series 2, II, 758. 
30J. w. Ripley to Bethel Burton, June 6, 1861, Ord. Off., 
Misc. Letters Sent. 
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get an order. 11 I am a man you can repose confidance in," 
Burton assured the testy Chief' of' Ordnance. "It will be 
••• strictly confidential."31 Burton's 11propisition" was 
blandly set down in the Ordnance Off'ice register of letters: 
"Is willing to give one half of his invention to have it 
accepted by Genl. 11 The 11 Genl.", shocked into brevity, 
replied simply: 11As I shall not be able to give your breech 
loading gun a trial, I return it to you by Express, agree• 
ably to your request.n32 
Burton was not discour~ged by the bad odor he had got 
himself into at the Ordnance Of'fice. He was accurately 
described as a man of •'talents, enterprise and courage, ••• 
very likely to pursue money-~aking schemes regardless of 
law and patriotism. 11 He made his way to Richmond with a 
Virginian speculator quail\tly described as nundoubtedly one 
of the shrewdest and cleverest men that has been arrested.n 
From the rebel capital, the pair returned to Brooklyn with 
a Confederate contract for from forty to fifty thousand 
Burton breech-loaders. This order they coo~ proceeded to 
fill in New York and were just about to begin shipments when 
Union authorities arrested them. 33 
From this rascal President Lincoln received an abject 
31ord. Off., "Inv.", class 6, #422. 
32J. W. Ripley to Bethel Burton, July 26, 1861, Ord. Off'., 
Mtsc. Letters Sent. 
~~Official Records, series 2, II, 755, 761, 750. 
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and effusive letter dated Fort Warren, November 12, 1861. 
Burton denied any rebel dealings. He begged for mercy, 
for the sake of his wife, who "in all probability is just 
now in her confinement, witho~t funds and surrounded by 
a smali family." As evidence of his moral rectitude, he 
referred Lincoln to a Congregational minister in Brooklyn. 
He was, in fact, a very frightened man. "Give me a fair 
chance for my life," he implore'd the ~resident. 11 I ••• trust 
in you, sir, for the sake of my wife and chilbdren •• · •• I 
pray you, sir, that you will restore me once more t~ them. 1134 
But Lincoln let him cool his heels ~while longer in his 
Boston Harbor retreat. 
Burton was restored to the bosom of his suffering f~­
ily in the jail deliveries of early 1862. 35 Undaunted 
by his embarrassments, the inventor · renewed his siege of 
the Ordnance Office until in July, 1862, he got a trial 'of 
his rifle. The officer who tried it was "not very favorably 
impressed." He objected chiefly to the use of linen instead 
of metallic eartridges, which resulted in the formation of 
a hard deposit likely to interfere with the operation of the 
copper gas-check.36 Burton was a resourceful and a persist-
ent man. Instead of making apologies, excuses, or counter-
34official Records, series 2, II, 761-762. 
35Ibid., 7b5, 770. 
3oord. Off., "Experiments 11 , class 6, #324. 
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arguments, he set to work and converted his rifle sue-
cessfully to the usa of metallic cartridges. In a second 
trial by the same officer, the gun was reported to have 
been "greatly improved" and to have "equal merit with 
other breech loading arms."37 Though the Assistant Sec-
retary of war examined the improved rifle and promised 
Burton an order, the order was never given. The last of 
Bethel Burton to be found in Ordnance Office files is a 
letter from Brooklyn, December 22, 1862. It eeems that 
some unprincipled scoundrels were trying to cheat him of 
his rights and steal his invention.38 
Severson and Burton were extreme examples of ingrati-
tude, greed,and lack of scruple. As in all eras and all 
classes, a saving minority held to the other extremes. 
One such dissenter was a Kentuckian who wrote Stanton in 
May, 1862: 
I sent a moddle of this invention to the 
President last summer, about the last of July, 
with a request that he would have it used against 
the rebles. I would have taken out a Patent, 
but I was fearful that in that way the rebels 
would get hold of it. I am very poor, and love 
profit; but I love my country more.39 
It would be pleasant to know that Lincoln saw that letter, 
but the evidence is against it • . 
A good many inventors managed to see President Lincoln 
37ord. Off., "Experiments", class 6, #334. 
38ord. Off., 11 Inv. ", class 6, #534. 
39~., classes 4&5, #612. 
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personally. It was not as hard then as it is now to 
see the President - not nearly hard enough, thought Mr. 
Lincoln's secretaries. All through Lincoln's Presidency, 
Hay, Nicolay, and Stoddard strove to erect barriers 
against the constant interruptions that wasted the Presi-
dent's time and sapped his strength. Lincoln himself wa s 
always the first to break the barriers down. "You will 
wear yourself out," remonstrated Senator Wils on of Mass-
achusetts. But with a sad smile, Lincoln replied, "'I'hey 
don't want much; they get but little, and I must see them.u40 
The inventors were fQr from being the worst of Lin-
coln's callers. John Hay remembered them as "more a source 
of amusement than annoyance." Lincoln enjoyed meeting odd 
specimens of the human race, and these inventors were usu• 
ally "men of some originality of character, not infrequent-
ly carried to eccentricity." Not only were their personal 
oddities of interest to the President, but also the devices 
they lugged in with them appealed to Lincoln's zest for 
things mechanical.41 "Specimens of new rifles and cannon 
came to him by the dozen," wrote Stoddard rather hyperboliu-
ally, "wi th a large variety of new shell, pistols, torpedoes, 
and gunboats." Stoddard's office particularly became a sort 
of Executive· arsenal. "Newly-invented guns, and specimens 
40John Hay, Addresses of John Hay (New York, 1906), 
pp41323-324. ~., P• 327. 
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of a ll manner of old-time weapons offered for sale to the 
Government, stood leaning against the wall in cor.mers, or 
lumbered the desks and tables.n42 
The young secretaries themselves seemed to share their 
chief's fondness for the inventors who pressed in "full of 
great ideas and in despair at the apathy of the world," as 
John Hay described them. 43 Hay ana Stoddard both wrote 
about them in terms of affectionate amusement; and John 
Nicolay was an inventor himself. Subject to some adjust-
ments with one Columbus Johnson of Pike County, Missouri, 
the President's private secretary was the proud patentee 
of a shot charger. Nicolay took out patents on improve• 
menta during the war, and he regarded the matter seriously 
enough to engage an attorney to handle it.44 
Most inventors who saw Lincoln took their chances with 
the crowds who waited about in the corridors and anterooms 
from morning till night. While waiting for others to be 
done, those who gained entrance to the President 1 s own 
office had -plenty of time to scan its simple furnishings: 
the President's armchair and table, the upright desk with 
its wel l-filled pigeonholes, the big oak table covered with 
cloth at which the cabinet met on Tuesdays and Fridays, 
42William o. Stoddard, Abraham Lincoln and Andrew John-
son (New York, 1888), pp. 213, 223. 
~3Hay, Addresses, p. 323. 
44o. p . Holloway to Nicolay, Nov. 1, 1862, Ni colay to 
William A. Grimshaw, Aug. 12, 1864, Nicolay Papers, Lib-
rary of Congress. 
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the marble fireplace with brass fender and irons, the 
few straight-back chairs and the two sofas, the glass-
globed gas jets, and_, on~) the wallsJmilitary maps, an old 
engraving of Andrew Jackson, and a photograph of John 
Bright, the English liberal leader. 45 Tired of these, 
the eye of the waiting inventor might wander to the tall 
windows flanking the President's armchair and table. From 
these one could look south over the White House lawn and 
the unkempt 11 White Lot", past the brackish canal grandly 
designated 11 the Tiber", across an expanse of grass-the Mall-
on which hundreds of cattle grazed, to the s~uat marble 
stump of the unfinished Washington monument and the dusky 
red towers of the Smithsonian Institution. There was the 
46 broad Potomac, too, and beyond it, Virginia. All this 
the waiting inventor might see; but he .waa r-:mpne apt to 
watch the leathery, brown, deep-marked, wise, sad face of 
the President as he dealt with the endless variety of 
supplicants, admirers, and adversaries who filed before 
him. 
President Lincoln was resourceful in handling the 
touchy and unpredictable inventors. Three men, backers 
of some warlike device, crowded petulantly before the 
45Thomas, Lincoln, p. 457. 
46carl Sandburg, Abraham Lincoln: The War Years ( 4 vola., 
New York, 1939), II, 217. 
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President one day. 
"Now, 11 said their spokesman. "We have been here to 
see you time and again; you have referred us to the Sec-
retary of War, to the Chief of Ordnance, and the General 
of the Army, and they give us no satisfaction. We have 
been kept here waiting, till money and patience are ex-
hausted, and we now come to demand of you a final reply to 
our application." 
At this impertinence, a lesser man might have stood 
stiffly on his Pre!idential dignity or even burst into a 
tirade. Lincoln drew upon one of his most effective re-
sources in dealing with people - his unrivalled command of 
the illustrative anecdote. He merely told the men a story~ 
touched them up with the sting of its point, and sent them 
47 
out red-faced and silent, past a gauntlet of grins. 
On another occasion, Lincoln found himself harassed 
by a Western farmer _with a repeating carbine he wanted 
the gover.nment to adopt. The President had more important 
business to conduct with another visitor, yet he was too 
kind-hearted to dismiss the inventor abruptly. Just then 
the Adjutant General, E. D. Townsend, entered the office on 
business. Immediately Lincoln saw the way out of his 
minor predicament. He greeted Townsend cheerily with the 
47Allen Thorndike Rice (ed~), Reminiscences of Abraham 
Lincoln by Disti~ished Men of his Time (New York, lffi86), 
PP• 237-238. The story is told by Titian J. Coffey • 
................................ ____________ _ 
98 
news that he had come just in time to examine the new in-
vention and advise its owner better than he, the President, 
could as to what should be done with it. Townsend had 
nothing to do with arms, but he was rather flattered at 
the Presidential implication that he knew all about them, 
while the inventor was encouraged by the newcomer 's mili-
tary rank. So Lincoln and the other visitor were left to 
talk in peace, while Townsend and the irg enious f arme.r con-
tentedly di scussed the carbine. Finally '!'owns end sent 
the unsuspecting hopeful off to the not-so-tender mercie~ 
of General Hipley. 
48 
'l'he gun, incidentally, was not adopted. 
i'here was one notable departure during the war fr'om 
Lincoln's generally haphazard approach to inventors. Lin-
coln 1 s chief agent in the episode was Herman Haupt, a turb-
ulent and saturninely handsome .civil engineer who for a 
considerable period during the was was Chief of Military 
Railroads, and who was also a major contributor to struct-
ural theory.49 Amid the debacle of Second Bull Run at the 
end of August, 1862, Lincoln was "particularly struck with 
the business-like charac§er of his despatch, telling in 
the fewest words the information most sought for, which 
contrasts so strongly with the weak, whiney, vague, and 
48E. D. Townsend, Anecdotes of the Civil War in the 
Uniied States {New York, 1884), PP• 89-90. 
4 Herman Haupt and Frank A. Flower, Reminiscences of 
General Herman Haupt (Milwaukee, 1901), xiii-xvi. 
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incorrect despatches of the whilom General-in-Chief.n 
Haupt, noted John Hay, was 11 one man who seems thoroughly to 
reflect and satisfy•• the President "in everything he under-
takes. "50 Lincoln evidently shared the views of the Sci-
entific American, which had charged not long before nths.t 
we are fi ghting this great war to a large extent with arms 
that have become obsolete 11 and had blamed "the utter i ncom-
p etency whi ch cont rols the war and navy departments of the 
Government. "51 The President saw this brilliant, clear-head-
ed engineer Haupt as the ideal instrument to remedy the sit-
uation. Someone - perhaps Haupt, perhaps Lincoln himself -
suggested an interview between the President and a number 
of expert engineers and naval constructors so that Lincoln 
mi ght learn 11 the practical results of experience and observ-
a tion, and ••• our pre s ent dangers. 11 The suggestion was made 
ttin the belief that it was only necessary to convinc e Pres-
i dent Lincoln that any course was right, to insure its im• 
mediate adoption. tt But it was finally decided that a written 
questionnaire would be more convenient to those interrogated, 
as well as more useful for future reference. 52 
Haupt was in charge of the novel enterprise, and he set 
to work with characteristic thoroughness. On October 28, 
50 Hay, Diary, p. 46. 
5lsci. Amer., May 24, July 19 , 1862. 
52Boston T•anscript, Nov. 17, 1862 • 
....................... ______________ _ 
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1862, he sent out a searching questionnaire, dealing mostw 
ly with naval technology, which found its way into the 
newspapers as well as into the m&ils. Its preamble was 
scarcely calculated to mollify the department under srutiriy: 
SIR - Many experienced naval constructors, engineers, 
and practical men appear to think that our .~ericsn 
Navy does not keep pace with the improvements of the 
age in any of the essential requisites of modern ves-
sels of war, and that our chief cities and harbors 
are without suitable protection against maritime 
attacks. 
Then followed more than fifty questions, many of them call-
ing for long and detailed answers. They might be roughly 
divided into three groups: first, those intended to get 
information ofi the addressee's experience in naval construct-
ion and theory; second, those designed to secure a detailed 
comparison between various government and private methods 
of construction, as to cost, efficiency, effectiveness, and 
so forth; and third, those soliciting opinions as to the 
best armaments, projectiles, engines, and so forth, the 
best methods of defense, and the significance of foreign 
developments in military technology. 53 
The affair of the Haupt questionnaire is a puzzling one. 
Why did Haupt and his associates emphasize naval technology? 
Why did not Dahlgren figure in the projedt, ~nee he was 
Chief of Naval Ordnance ani a trua,ted friend of the Pre,si-
dent? Were there unworthy motives involved on the part of 
53Boston Transcript, Nov. 17, 18o2. 
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Haupt or otherst Why was no mention made of the affair in 
Haupt 1 s detailed reminiscences of the period1 Last, but not, 
least puzzling, why did nothing come of it? 
On January 18, 1864, Secretary Welles made an entry in 
his diary which is intriguing but not very illuminating: 
A batch of letters has been sent us from the 
provost marshal, disclosing a mass of fraud and 
intrigue on the part of a set of assuming men that 
is as amusing as reckless. General Haupt, Naval 
Constructor Griffiths, Gwyn [1] of the Treasury, 
Hamilton Norris, and others figure in the affair. 
About a year since General H. published a series 
of questions for the improvement and progress of 
the Navy Department, which he and his associates 
appeared inclined to take into their keeping. This 
correspondence brings to light the secret intrigues 
of these scoundrels. 0 4 
Whatever lay behind the Haupt incident, it remained an 
abortive experiment in Lincoln's dealings with the inventors~ 
Dahlgren continued to be the President's chief adviser in 
such matters. Secretary Welles thought little better of 
that arrangement than he did of the Haupt affair. The beard-
ed Secretary had it out ~dth Dahlgren one stormy Sunday early 
in 1863. He reminded the Chief of Naval Qrdnance of repeated 
past warnings against encouraging the President "in these 
well-intentioned but irregular proceedings." Dahlgren pro-
tested rather disingenuously that he did restrain the Pres-
ident so far as respect permitted, but Welles scoffed at his 
11 re straints 11 • They were 11 1m potent, valueless 11 , the Secretary 
54welles, Diary, I, 511. 
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thought. But the Secretary could do no more than make his 
displeasure amply manifest - and what did tba. t matter to an 
officer who had the Commander-in-Chief firmly on his side? 
Welles was left to brood helplessly over the President's 
unfortunate 11propensity to engage in matters of this kind." 
Gideon Welles was always ready to fear the worst. In this 
case he felt sure that Lincoln was ttliable to be constantly 
imposed upon by sharpers and adventurers." The whole pat-
tern seemed bitterly clear to the frustrated diarist. "Find-
ing the heads of Departments opposed to these schemes, the 
President goes often behind them, as in this instance; and 
subordinates, flattered by his notice, encourage him. 1155 At 
this point, the Secreta ry may have muttered in his beard; cer-
tainly he was well equipped to do so. 
Besides Dahlgren and Haupt, there were two civilians who 
figured more prominently than most in Lincoln's dealings 
with inventors. One of these was Orville H. Browning, Sen-
ator from Illinois. Browning's intimacy with President 
Lincoln is understandable. Born in Kentucky the year after 
Lincoln, coming to Illinoi s the year after Lincoln did, 
serving in the Black Hawk War as Lincoln did, practising 
law in Illinois, the courtly, conservative ~rowning could 
not help but know the man with whom he shared so many ties. 
When Senator 6tephen Douglas died in early June, 1861, and 
55welles, Diarx, I, 239·240. 
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Browning came to Washington in his place, it was like-
wi se natural that the old friendship should be renewed, 
and that Senator Browning should take his p lace among 
Lincoln 's particular friends, those who dropped in at the 
Pre sident's office evenings to swap yarn s. 56 Now and then 
the junior Senator from Illinois would sponsor an inventor . 
Af ter Browning lost his Senate race in 1862 and took up 
private practice in the Capital, he saw nothing wrong in 
accepting a retainer for his services in pleading an invent-
or's cause with the President. 
An influence less easy to fathom was wielded by a New-
ark, N. J., lawyer named Oliver S. Halsted, Jr. Vfuy Hal-
sted should have enjoyed Lincoln 1 s favor is hard to see, ~- ' 
unless it was through some personal quality that Lincoln 
liked. Lincoln drove through Newark during his trip to 
Nashington as President-Elect, yet Halsted was not one of 
the leading citizens who greeted him. Halsted helped secure 
a coumand f or the gallant, one-armed General Philip Kearny, 
and the lawyer served as Kearney 's aide for a time. 57 Per-
haps Lincoln met Halsted in that connection . From his ser-
vice on Kearny's staff, Halsted came to be known as 11 General 11 
Halsted, but around the ~hite House he was better known as 
"Pet." He seemed to possess a remarkable facility for 
56Thomas, Lincoln, pp. 345, 475; Randall, Lincoln the 
President, I, 91. 
57National Cyclopedia of American Biography, XIII, 92. 
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arranging interviews with the President and getting the 
President to see trials of new weapons. So sure of him-
self was this obscure man that he once wrote out some in• 
structions on Executive Mansion stationery for the guidance 
of the arrogant Secretary of War, Edwin M. Stanton.58 A 
Connecticut congressman remembered him as "one of those 
mysterious characters who in those days flitted around 
Washington and seemed to have the 'open sesame' to the 
White House. 1159 
Yet for all of that, not Halsted, not Browning, not 
even the eager Dahlgren could eclipse as a factor in Lin-
coln's dealings with inventors that irascible old man in 
the Winder Building, Brigadier General James W. Ripley. 
58some examples of Halsted's activities will be found 
below. Halsted's letter to Stanton on White House station-
ery is in Ord. Off., Special Files, 11Misc. Letters Rec' d 11 , 
l-g.e-550. 
Augustus Brandegee in the New York Daily Tribune, 
Jan. 23, 1887 • 
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CHAPTER VII 
LINCOLN AND THE ORDNANCE DEPARTMENT, 1861 
Abraham Lincoln had less than a month to liv~ when his 
punctilious friend S~cretary Gideon Welles lamented cer-
tain shortcomings in the President's administra tive prac-
tices. "He makes his office much more laborious than he 
should," noted Welles in his diary. "Does not generalize 
and takes upon himself questions that prope rly belong to 
the Depa rtments, often causing derangement and irregular-
ity. The more he yields, the greater the pressure upon 
him •••• There is no doubt h'e ais much worn down. 111 What Wellez 
wrote applied as well to Lincoln's first months in the 
White House as to his last; in:leed, though Welles implied 
the tendency had increased, it had actual~y diminished 
since the hectic, planless, mercurial months of 1861. The 
President in 1865 kept watch over many things which were the 
proper concern of subordinates; but in 1861 h e had not only 
watched over them but also disposed of them personally. Writ-
ing in the first flushed October of the war, Russell of the 
London ~imes was surprised, moved, and rather amused by 
the President's anxiety over details. 11 This poor Presi-
1Welles, p iary, II, 264. 
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ident1" he wrote in a vein of kindness not quite free from 
ridicule~ 
He is to be pitied; surrounded by such scenes, and 
trying with all his might to understand s:b.rategy, 
naval warfare, big guns, the movements of troops, 
military maps, reconnaissances, occupations, inter-
ior and exterior lines, and all the technical 
details of the art of slaying. He runs from one 
house to another, armed with plans, papers, re-
ports, recommendations, sometim~s good-humored, 
never angry, occasionally dejected, and always 
a little fussy.2 
Colonel Ripley - he was not a general till August -
had not long to wait b~forQ feeling the Presidential 
breath down his official neck; and if Secretary 'Valles 
was pained by the sensation, Ripley was little short of 
apoplectic. The Colonel had been installed in his new 
office barely two weeks when the threat of Presidential 
intervention was brandished over him by a Treasury official 
named L. E . Chittenden. 3 
Chittenden had heard from the governor of his n a tive 
Vermont that the First Vermont Volunteer Regiment, due in 
New York the next day, May 10, 1861, was to be armed with 
worthless Belgian muskets, though new Enfields were said 
to be available in New York. Governor Fairbanks asked 
Chittenden's help in getting some of the Enfields for the 
Vermonters. Ripley's reputation h a d already taken firm 
2 ~ussell, My Diary, p. 204. 
3Th e date of the episode is established by the movements 
of the First Vermont Volunteers as given in Moore's Re-
bellion Recore, I, 11Diary 11 , 65 • 
................... ________________ __ 
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root in Washington; Chittenden told War Department offic .... 
ials who referred him to the Chief of Ordnance that such 
a request would be a waste of time in the Winder Building. 
At last Chittenden agreed to go throu~h the formality, 
but prophesied his empty-handed return in half an hour. 
It wa s agreed that if this happened, the matter would be 
considered by Ripley's superiors.4 
Chittenden, in a morose temper to begin with, found the 
Chief of Ordnance "hedged in b y more successive guards 
than the Secretary of War.u Chittenden broke through the 
cordon and into the office of Ripley himself, who asked 
the Vermonter what he wanted. Ripley's manner was curt; 
he received a curt reply. 
"An order from the War Department on the pror:;e r off ice 
in 1~ ew York, 11 said Chittenden, 11 to deliver one thousand 
Enfield rifles to the governor for the use of the First 
Vermont Reg ime nt .n 
Rip ley's face, already red, "deepened iilto crimson". 
Such an applicat i on was unheard of L Why had it n ot been 
made regularly through the Secretary of War? As Chitten-
den wa s about to speak, Ripley cont:l.nued fiercely: 11 It is 
too late. The guns for that regiment have been issued and 
the orders signed. They wi 11 not now be changed. 11 
4 L. E. Chittenden, Recollections of President Lincoln and 
His Administration, (New York, 1891), PP• 151-152. 
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11 I supposed the order had been issued, 11 said Chitten-
den. 11 ••• It is that order which I wish to have changed. 
I know that the Department has Enfield rifles; the Vermont-
ers want them •••• If I cannot get the order for them here· 
or elsewhere, I must go to the President. 11 
At this, Ripley was speechless. His face and hands 
tuPned to 11 a dark purpleu, as he struggled to express his 
feelings. He bounded from his chatr with a rush which the 
startilied Vermonter thought for a moment was aimed at him; 
but the impetus carried the Colonel to a corner of the 
room where stood an old Springfield musket, valtered to the 
use of a percussion lock. The old man seized the gun in 
both hands, raised it above his head, and shook it furious-
ly. 
11 These volunteers don't know what they wantt" he roared. 
11 There is the best arm that was ever put into the hands 
of a raw volunteerl When he throws that away, as they gen-
erally do, he does not throw away twenty-five dollars' 
worth of government propertyL 11 
Chittenden retorted huffily that the Vermonters had no 
use for guns to be thrown away, and he left the room abrupt-
ly. BaEk in the War Department, across Seventeenth Street, 
Chittenden got the order for the ~ifles without further 
difficulty. 11 The fact that President Lincoln could be 
reached in this case was controlling, 11 the triumphant civ-
109 
ilian wrote in his recollections of the incident.5 
Chittenden's triumph must have rankled in the old 
man's memory. His re g ime at Springfield, which seemed to 
be his greatest success, represented the vindication of 
military control over the civil superintendency at the 
Armory; and the bitter struggle which Rip ley had waged to 
win that triumph had left that overmastering detestation 
of civilian inter f erence which Chittenden had seen so mem-
orably d emonstrated. It was only the beginning of similar 
or even more direct interventions by Lincoln in Ordnance 
Dep artment affairs. The aloofness which Lincoln had shown 
in the case of Ripley's appointment did not return to the 
President while Ripley remained Chief of Ordnance. 
Lincoln was no stranger on the second floor of the 
Winder Building. He came daily to the War Department, 
strolling casually along the tree-shaded brick walk that 
led from the White House. The Winder Building was just 
across the street; and so Lincoln was as apt to appear there 
in person as to send a note. On September 10, 1861, for 
example, he played the role of messenger. An eccentric 
Hoosier had sent the President a proposal for an absurd 
projectile, which had been referred on Sep tember 9 to the 
5chittenden, Recollections,pp. 152-154. Chittenden's 
account, published thirty years after, cannot be taken lit-
erally. Yet it rings true where it can be verified, and 
also in such matters as Ripley's general attitude. 
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War D~partment. There it was earmarked for the Ordnance 
Office. Still there the next day, it came to Lincoln's 
attention; and Lincoln carried it along to the Ordnance 
Office himself, where an impressed clerk inscribed on the 
letter "Left by His Excellency the President. 116 
To Ripley's credit it must be said that the old man 
was not one to fawn upon the President for favors, or for 
that matter ::: one to shrink from taking plain issue w1 th him. 
Early in September, 1861, the son of Senator Ira Harris 
of New York, one of Lincoln's cronies, was granted an 
appointment to d~tached service away from the Ordnance 
Corps, to which the young West Pointer belonged. Ripley 
sternly pointed out the Department's great need for ordnance 
officers, the professional injury worked on young Lieutenant 
Harris himself, and the fact that regulations forbade the 
appointment, 11 serious objections",said Ripley,"which were 
probably not known or considered when this paper was endors-
~d. tt7 
Later on that month, Lincoln recommended the appoint-
ment of a military storekeeper, under the impression that 
General Ripley approved. But someone else was appointed 
to the position instead. Lincoln heard about this from the 
6ord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , classes 4&5, #391. The letter's 
itinerary may be precisely reconstructed from its several 
endorsements. 
7Lincoln, Works, IV, 505-506. 
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rejected applicant. 11 I went to G~n. Ripley, 11 wrote Lincoln, 
"who told me plainly, he did not a~k for his appointment, 
and could not b~ induced to ask for it. I have got the 
Sec. of 'war to promise to try to fix a place for him. tt8 
The man at last got another post as military storekeeper, 
where he maQ.ged to vindicate Ripley's judgment; ." - a year 
later he wu1 removed for nQglect of duty and d1 sobediance 
9 to orders. 
Ripley never learned to quail before politicians. There 
was a clerk in the Ordnance Office named Charla~ Bound, one 
of Simon Cameron's Pennsylvanians, who had been appointed 
before Ripley came to Washington.lO In March, 1863, Bound~~ s 
brother, a Pennsylvania state senator, wrote Lincoln to 
urge the clerk's promotion. The politician charged that 
Ripley had passed over his brother in making promotions, 
despite the clerk's seniority, loyalty, and honesty. Than 
the state senator added: "and as his brother, with my demand 
backed in such a way as to make a denial at ~east unpleasant 
in the Ordnance Bureau to certain per sons - I will know the 
reasons.ull The Assistant Secretary of War asked Ripley 
to report on the subject. Ripley replied with pleasure. 
Bound, he said, was passed over because others were better 
8Lincoln, Works, IV, 540. 
9Ibid., IV, 520. 
lONat. Arch., Sec. War's Off., Letters Sent, Military 
Affairs, XLIII, 189-190. 
ll~Qid., Letters Rec 1 d, WD461. 
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fitted for promotion. 11 It is not supposed," Ripley add ed 
belligerently, 11 ~hat in the report called for by your en-
dorsement, it is intended that any notice should be tak en 
of the threat contained in the complainant's letter to 
the President, of the 'unpleasant consequences' that may 
follow a denial of his demand. 1112 
President Lincoln's interposition in Ordnance Depart-
ment affairs extenaed beyond questions of personnel to 
the purchase and distribution of arms and)most of all~to 
assisting inventors. Lincoln seldom took it upon himself 
to order arms into the service. When be dia so, he almost 
alwa ys made it clear that he could only 11 advise 11 payment 
for the order, and the order itself was generally only 
larg e enough to provide for a fair trial in service. More-
over, the majority of such Presidential orders were given 
in the first year of Lincoln's administration. But no 
such inhibitions restrained another Presidential pra ctice 
in a id of promising inventions. This was Lincoln's habit 
of ordering trials of inventions. 
The hard-pressed ordnance officers who had to make 
such trials felt them to be a most annoynng distraction. 
One of them, Major Thomas J. Rodman, had already made con-
tributions to the design of cannon and powder that were of 
13 historic importance. He aired his opinion before a Con-
12Idem. 
13Albert Manucy, _Artillery Through the Ages ( Washing ton, 
1949), PP• 17, 27-28. 
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gressianal committee which asked him early in 1864 if 
ordnance officers had done much during the war toward 
improving ordnance. 11 No, not to any great or pr?actical 
extent, 11 replied the Major. Their wart ime duties k ept 
them too busy, 11 and most of t he a ttention they have given 
t o t h e subject has been in testing and considering the 
plans proposed by inexperienced persons, the result being 
that they thus have had no opportunity of carrying out any 
digested system of experiments. tr.l4 Midway throug..'l-J. the 
war Lincoln ordered such a trial. As the story reached the 
Scientific American, the 11functi onary 11 concerned with ex-
ecuting :\;he order exclaimed, trWba t does Lincoln know about 
a gun? We're bothered to death w1 th these inventors runn:in g 
here all the time .ul5 
One exception among ordnance officers was Captain 
Stephen Vincent Benbt, grandfather of the poet who won a 
Pulitzer Prize for his epic poem on the Civil War, John ' 
Brown's Bodx. In the Captain's comment of May, 1861, on 
the resignations of able officers from the Ordnance Corps 
there is a foretaste of his grandson's poetic talents: 
"-And so one by one the shining lights of the Ordnance are 
being extinguished •••• Tis a sad state of affairs, and I 
h f t II 16 see nothing but darkness & destruction in t e u ure. 
1438th Gong., 2d Sess., Senate, Rep . Comm. 121, PP• 107-108. 
15Sci. Amer., Sept. 19, 1863. 16s. v. Ben~t to Alfred Mordecai, May 13, 1861, Mordecai 
Papers. 
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Most of the Captain's considerable literary production 
was rather drier in character. Best known of his works 
was his :Military Law and the Practice of Court-Martial, 
which went through several editions in the l860's. 17 A 
New York newspaper also gave the Captain credit for trans-
lating William J. Hardee's famous Rifle and Infantry 
Tactics from the French, insisting that Hardee had merely 
been President of the bo~rd which adopted it.l8 Captain 
Ben~t certainly had experience as a :. translater of such 
classic military writers as Jomini. 
Benbt spent most of the war stat ianed at West Point or 
at Robert P . Parrott's Coldspring Foundry nearby. As time 
went by, more and more of the trials ordered by President 
Lincoln were conducted by Benbt at West Point or Cold 
Spring. Whether this partiality was of Lincoln's moving 
or not is hard to say; but it is clear that in Ben~t the 
President found a kindred spirit. Ben~t's reports are in 
striking contrast to the attitude of General Ripley. It 
seemed as though Benbt assumed that an invention was val-
uable till proved otherwise, whereas Ripley assumed that 
anything new was worthless till proved godd •. Benbt's 
attention centered on the good points of an invention, 
Ripley's on tbe bad points. And Be~t does not seem to 
17see the National Union Catalogue, Library of Congress. 
18Moore, Rebellion Record, I, "Rumors and Incidents", 11. 
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have evidenced any impatience at the President's re-
que ste. 
In spite of the problems and duties which wore him 
down so visibly, President Lincoln found time to attend 
some of the trials he sponsored. He attended so many, 
in fact, that they acquired a genertc designation among 
Ordnance Office people. "They were what we usually denom-
ina ted champagne experiments ~ ~ said one officer who for 
nearly a year had been the de facto head of the office. 17 
11 That kind of exp eriments did not have much weight with 
the bureau," he added frankly, though ungrammatically. 18 
What the officer meant was that the trials attended by Lin-
coln were likely to be under special conditions which could 
not be expected in the field. Extra care would be lavishe.d 
on the gun and its ammunition; special facilities might 
be available; and expert attention would be given beyond 
the average soldier's capacity or training. It should be 
pointed out, however, that none of these were Lincoln's 
doing, that Lincoln's order was merely for the trial to be 
made under Ordnance Department supervision, and that it 
rested with the Department to enforce field conditions up-
on the trial. 
The proving ground where Lincoln watch ed most of these 
17 Dyer Inguiry, I, 525. 
18Id em. 
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uchampa.gne experiments" was the Washington Arsenal, 
south of the Vfuite House on Greenleaf's Point, where the 
Anacostia or Eastern Branch ran into the Potomac. The 
angle formed by the two rivers was roughly bisected by 
the sluggish James Creek, and the Arsenal grounds occupied 
the tongue of land between the creek and the Potomac. On 
both sides of the mile-long peninsula, low tide revealed 
noisome mud flats; but aside from this regrettable untid-
iness of nature, the grounds were carefully kept.l9 Hun-
dreds of guns in neat ranks and thousands of projectile s ~_J:t 
in symmetrical pil~s lined the sea-walls and blighted the 
grass between the Arsenal's numerous trees. Had ordnance 
been removed and grass permitted to flourish in the yellow-
ed squares where shot-piles had been, the Arsenal, with 
its weathered brick buildings ranged in hollow square form-
ation about a verdant, tree-shaded lawn, would have looked 
20 
very much like the campus of some quiet university. 
Halfway down the tongue of land occupied by the Arsenal 
grounds there stood the United States penitentiary, divid-
ing the old Arsenal property, where most of the buildings 
were, from the "Extension", which had by way of improvements 
little more than a railway track and half a mile of ·rough, 
19James G. Benton to George D. Ramsay, Jan. 19, 1864, in 
Nat. Arch., Ord. Off., Specia l Files, Misc. Letters Rec 1d, 
1-W-42. Not all the distressful smells which haunted tbe 
Arsenal in time of ill wind can be laid to James Creek; com-
plaint was made also of dead horses and other organic material 
d~Bed north of the creek, in the 7th Ward. (Wash. S~ar, Jan.l6/6: 
See photographs in Francis T. Miller (ed.), The Phot £ -
~ralhic History of the Civil War (10 vols., N.Y., 1911), 
, 2?, 131, l35, 175. 
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muddy road. The old grounds lay at the southern tip of 
the little peninsula, and the Extension separated them 
from the city proper to the north.21 In September, 1862, 
Lincoln had Secretary of the Interior Caleb Smith move 
the prisoners out of the penitentiary and transfer the 
building to the War Department as much needed for arsenal 
purposes. 22 Cartridges were put up at the Arsenal by a 
working force which included a number of women. Although 
locomotives were prohibited from entering the grounds 
for fear of explosions (the cars being hauled in by horses), 
such explosions occurred nevertheless, sometimes with 
ghastly effect.23 On one occasion, Major James G. Benton, 
who commanded the Arsenal after September, 1863, extinguish-
ed a fire in one of the storerooms with the aid of one 
other man; and in July, 1864, the Major dashed into a burn-
ing magazine, threw his coat over an open barrel of powder 
near the flames, and carried it out.24 Tbe co~mandant 
and his family enjoyed comfortable quarters within the 
Arsenal grounds, an inducement, no doubt, for him to keep 
a critical eye on the ap pearance of the place. Toward the 
end of the war, lViajor Benton complained to the Chief of 
Ordnance that quartermaster teams had killed 11 quite a num-
ber of shade trees" at the Arsenal since the war began, and 
2lsee chart enclosed with Benton to Ram say, J an. 19, 1864, 
loc. cit.; for the state of the road, see Prederick Vi. Sew-
ard, Reminiscences of a War-Time Statesman a.nd Diplomat 
(New York, 1916), p. 228. 
G2Lincoln, Works, V, 429-430. 23
ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, W927. 
24Dict. Am. Biog., 11 Ja.mes Gilchrist Benton", II, 208-209. 
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he asked authority to buy about forty young trees as re-
placements.25 
The two wharfs vmich jutted into the Potomac from the 
Arsenal grounds were sometimes used as points of departure 
and return for Presidential jur1kets on the Potomac ; but 
Lincoln's presence at the Arsenal more usually betokened 
firing of some new cannon or small arms into the Potomac. 
Five posts or piles rose from the middle of the river about 
ten feet apart and about 1400 yards from the guns to be fired. 
By the position of the water-spout with reference to the 
posts, variations in the projectile's line of flight could 
be roughly determined; and the approximate range might be 
obtained by plane-tables, one in a slli~erhouse near the com• 
mandant 's quarters, one behind the gun, and one down at the 
dock. 26 But the speedy disappearance of the spout made dif-
ficulties for observers, and so in the fall of 1864 regular 
targets were ordered into use.27 The trials observed by 
President Lincoln, however, all used the posts as aiming 
points. 
From the beginning of the war until Major Benton suc-
ceeded him in September, 1863, George Douglas Ramsay com-
manded the Washington Arsenal. Son of a Scottish-born mer-
25ord . Off., Letters Rec'd, 1865, Wl90. 
26oyer Inquiry, I, 437, II, 298. 
2738th Gong. 2d Sess., Senate, Rep. Comm. 121, P• 10; 
Dyer Inquiry, I, 437. 
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chant of Alexandria, Virginia, young Ramsay grew up in 
the Capital. After graduating from West Point in 1820, 
Ramsay served in the light artillery and then in the Ord~ 
nance Corps. In 1835 he became a captain, and a captain he 
remained for twenty-five years, though his gallantry at 
Monterey earned him the brevet rank of major. At last, on 
April 22, 1861, the day before Ripley became Chief of Ord-
nance, Ramsay was promoted to a full-fledged major.28 
Even without corroboratory evidence, one might guess 
from his photograph why George Ramsay walked this world as 
a captain for a full quarter of a century. In his express-
ionless, unfurrowed face, one seas an American counterpart 
of the proverbia l British colonel, capable of heroic moments 
under stress, but with a mind ordinarily stodgy and torpid. 29 
This is not to say that Ramsay was physically indolent. 
Accordingl to General McClellan in September, 1861, Ramsay 
was "untiring in energetically pushing forward the work in 
hand". 30An.d Arseaal work went forward even when in the foll-
owing February two of the four officers on duty at the .Arsen-
al were taken away, leaving the other two, in General Rip-
ley's words, "severely and unduly taxed. 1131 
But Ramsay's judgment was not of the best. In July ard 
28nict. Am. Biog. , "George Douglas -Ramsay", XV, 340. 
29Photograph in Nat. Arch., Off. of Chief Signal Officer, 
B2447. 
30ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1861, 'N.Dl400. 
3lord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , class 6, #480. 
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August, 18631 Colonel Ramsay found himself in an im-
broglio with General Herman Haupt, Lincoln's engineer 
friend and Chief of Military Railroads, on the subject of 
railroad cars detained at the Arsenal. The fault wa~ not 
all Ramsay's. Essentially the difficulty grew out of the 
huge quantities of ordnance supplies returned from Getty~­
burg, ttunexpe ctedly, to us," as Ramsay quaintly put it, 
implying that he had anticipated more activity by Meade's 
army. Ramsay added that he was under so many obligations 
from Haupt that he would be the last to obstruct the 
General or his department. The incident illustrates both 
Ramsay's capacity for getting into muddles and the good 
nature that so often served instead of quick wits to get 
him out of them. It is perhaps significant that the Col-
onel's last ingratiating remark to Haupt closed not only 
his letter but also, it seems, the entire incident.32 
A longtime intimate of Ramsay's testified as to his 
technical ability and knowledge, "I cannot say that his 
opinion had very great weight with me;" and yet in almost 
the same breath added, "his personal character stood very 
high with me, and I desire thts remark to apply solely to 
his professional charactar." 33 So also, despite his 
32Qrd. Off., Letter~ Rec 1 d, 1863, W886 1 H339, W927; 
Ri%ley to Haupt, July 26, 1863, ibid., Misc. Let~ers Sent. 
~yer Inquiry, I, 513. 
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faults, Ram!!ay earned the liking of the Pre!lident. "Mr. 
Lincoln was kindly disposed towards me , " said Ramsay him-
self after the war. ttHe wrote me the most familiar notes.n34 
DoUbtless Ramsay referred to such wrily humorous requests 
as the following: 
Executfve Mansion 
Majr. Ramsay Oct. 17, 1861 
My dear Sir 
The lady - bearer of this - says she has two 
sons who want work. Set them at it if possible. 
Wanting to work is so rare a merit, that it 
should be encouraged.35 
In the early fall of 1861, Lincoln asked Ram!lay's aid in 
finding jobs on several occasions. On October 10, he put 
in a word for one Michael Donovan; on October 15, he re• 
commended the employment of JJ J. Fields to make shot; and 
on October 31, he sent several arsenal workers at once, re-
marking 11 I think Major Ramsay better employ them. 1136 Ram-
say in his turn wrote the Pre.sident for help in getting 
justice for an old man employed at the Arsenal who had been 
accused of disloyalty. Lincoln wrote the Secretary of St~e 
to say "I have seen him, and believe him to be loyal," and 
he asked Secretary Seward to see the man himself. Seward 
did see him, and the old man was cleared. 37 
34Dyer Inquiry, II, 522. 
35Lincoln, Works, IV, 556. 
36Ibid., IV, 551, V, 9; Lincoln's latter about Fields is 
not rn-his Works , but there is a summary of it in Ord. Off., 
Rag;ster of Letters Rec'd, 1861, VID1618. 
0 Lincoln, Works, IV, 530-531. 
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Lincoln saw Ramsay frequently at nchampagne expe ri-
u 
ments, he liked the man's engaging good nature, and he 
probably appreciated the company of a man so patently in-
capable of duplicity or overweening ambition as Major 
Ramsay. Perhaps also, with his knack for divining char-
acter, Lincoln detected in Ramsay a distinct sense of 
humor beneath the starchy encrustations of forty years in 
the regular army. The President would probably not have 
written such notes as he did if Ramsay were otherwise. 
Ramsay's official letters, in contrast to Ripley's, had 
that brevity which is the soul, if not the substance of 
wit. But Ramsay's humor was not of the obvious sort, at 
least in formal correspondence. Here is a sample: 
Respectfully returned. On an exhibition of the 
carbine, by the person referred to within, to 
dispel my doubts as to its safety - the cartridge 
was exploded and I barely escaped accident •• ~d 
as I do not believe it would be safe to intro-
duce such an arm into the service, I declined 
giving it further trial.38 
Perhaps the humor in that endorsement was unintentional; 
yet the matter could have ):>e.en put more pompously an:l less 
ironically. And it has t he ring of Lincolnls own note of 
October seventeenth ~o~~. 
'fhe Presidential meddling which so aroused the Chief 
of ~y Ordnance was at its liveliest in the year 1861, 
whether in questions of personnel, arms distribution, or 
38ord. Off., "Inv.", class 6, #580. 
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new weapons. As will be seen, the President was not 
wrong as often as Ripley supposed. Neither did the pract-
ice wear the President out as much as Welles thought, at 
least in the case of ordnance. On the contrary, Lincoln 
drew strength from it. Whether in the company of Dahlgren, 
the keen, wiry, nervous climber, or Ramsay, the earnest, 
trustful, good-humored plodder, the President enjoyed re-
lief from politicians. In each of them, Lincoln spied the 
good and winked at the bad; and in him, each of them found 
a warm and kind friend. And perhaps whoever coined the 
phrase ••champagne experiments" spoke more aptly than he 
knew, for Lincoln's excursions to the Arsenal and the 
Navy Yard served the weary leader as tonic and stimulant. 
In the absorbing novelty of some warlike device, in the 
sharpening of logic and wit as he sought to master its in-
tricacies and expose its flaws, in the wind, air, sun and 
sound of the proving grounds, in the sober, precise talk 
of technical experts, Lincoln found refreshment of mind 
and renewed steadiness for the grinding week ahead. 
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CHAPTER VIII 
PATENT NONSENSE 
General Ripley's impatience with inventors cannot be 
fully understood, nor President Lincoln's patience fully 
appreciated, without some account of the eccentrics - or 
worse - who abounded in that class of men. The Ordnance 
Office was deluged with their fantasies. The clerk who 
summarized incoming correspondence in the Office's huge 
registers had a streak of humor and occasionally gave vent 
to it by entering such propositions with a certain dry, 
sly literalness: 
Jos Dixon 
Watson Augustus 
B. F. Milligan 
Jon Stufft 
Live-Yankee 
Jersey City 16 May 1861 
Aska authority to make a few shellls 
that will driv~ back any thing but 
an Army of Devilsl 
Washington 20 May 1861 
Ack. letter of 16th inst. Has writ-
ten to Gen Lee to let him know that 
Cavalry Grapnel i~ ready to mow 
down his legions. 
Baltimore 10 June 1861. 
Can make a wood vessel Ball psoof; 
and can do many other things. 
Nebraska City 10 Aug 1861 
Has invented a 11 Sa~esh Killer" which 
he offers to Govt. 
Gives his peculiar views in relation 
to various means for depriving enemies 
of life.5 
~Ord. Off., Reg. of Letters Rec'd, 1861, V\'D552. 
Ibid., W286. 
3Ibid., WD700. 4-Ibid., WD1132. 
5Ibid., VID1146. 
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By virtue of his position and fame, President Lincoln 
drew more than a fair share of such originals. "Lunatics 
and visionaries are here so frequently," wrote the Presi-
dent's secretary John Nicolay to his fiancee, ltthat they 
cease to be strange phenomena to us, and I find the best 
way to dispose of them is to discuss and decide their mad 
projects as deliberately and seriously as any other matter 
of business. 116 
One of the maddest was a machinist named Edward D. 
Tippett, who boarded in Georgetown during the war.7 A fair 
sample of the missives with Which he favored President 
Lincoln was one sent early in 1862: 
I have told you, that this war is of God to 
liberate the Slaves, but that you must have my 
balloon; to put down all foreign foes. I again 
warn you against secret Enemies. Watch well, 
and you will find the golden wedge, and the aeon 
too. 
I say, you cannot Conquer without my navigating 
Balloon. Have it examined speedily, and do your 
duty to God; for 1864 is drawing nigh.8 
Not all of Tippett's letters we~ so succinct and informa• 
tive. In February, 1865, for example, he sent Lincoln 
four pages of utter nonsense in beautiful handwriting. 
Among the wonderful inventions that screed proclaimed was 
a machine to run by gravity - presumably not a bobsled • 
6John Nicolay to Therena Bates, April 29, 1863, Nicolay 
Pa~ers. 
Boyd's Washington Directory, 1860, 1865. 
8E. D. Tippett to Lincoln, ~an. 27, 1862, Nicolay Papers. 
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which had appeared to him in a vision on October 20, 
1816~ he said. Evidently he kept a diary. The same vis-
ion, a double feature, included a preview of the Civil War. 
Tippett had laid the plan before the long-suffering Nicolay, 
as well as several hapless Washington scientists; and they 
all had concurred in the ~inion, ~ippett proudly informed 
Lincoln, "that the problem is correct; and that if the 
mechanical actions, can be effected; it is a discovery of 
great magnitude to the world. 119 The Nicolay treatment was 
apparently no secret. In the President's hand on the 
back of Tippett's letter is the notation "Tippett. Crazy-
man. ttlO It seems an adequate summation. 
Of all the tragi-comic letters Lincoln received from 
men who had somehow got their lives entangled with a wrong 
idea, few could have struck him more fo~cibly than those 
from Peter Yates of Milwaukee. Yates was not another Tippett; 
he was a man of intelligence on all but the point of his 
invention. And rarest attribute of all among inventors 
gone astray, Yates had a lively sensa of humor which did 
not spare his own crosses and crotchets. "This is but an 
office begging letter," wrote Yates to Lincoln just before 
Lincoln's first inauguration. 11 I am a Lawyer by profession, 
and now over 54 years old. 11 (Lincoln was fifty-two and like-
9 ~· D. Tippett to Lincoln, Feb. 9, 1865, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
1 Idem. 
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wise a l awyer by profession.} Yates continued: 
More than twenty five years since my attention 
was directed to an improv~ment in the Steam 
Engine. I have spent some ten years of time in 
building models & making experiments, and about 
fourteen thousand dollars in money upon it •••• 
I am positiv~ (inventors are always positive} 
that with my improvement & the same amount of 
steam, any Steam-Ship now running upon the At-
lantic can be ~opelled from New York to Liver-
pool in a week. I desire to try it. 
The half million dollars needed for an ocean-going vessel 
was, Yates admitted, 11 the trifle of about $475,000 more 
money than I ca.n command, 11 and so he would start with a 
$30,000 Mississippi river boat. Getting old, and impati-
ent to see his invention triumphing "upon the Western 
waters / '! Yates asked to be appointed postmaster of Mil- · 
waukee 11 a s a means to this End. 11 
"Your Excellency can fully- appreciat~ th~ motives, or 
bather heart yearnings," concluded Yates, 11 of the invimtor 
who for more than a quarter of a century bas given his 
time, his money and his health to the perfection of what 
he esteems, if he can but find the means and theatre for 
its display, an Enduring monument of his fame. 1111 Perhaps 
Yates had read the Sci~ntific American article of some weeks 
before on Lincoln's own invention. But one wonders if he 
realized how faithfully his closing appeal echoed Linooln's 
own formless longings of years before. And one also wonders 
ll:!(ilter ·yates to Lincoln, Feb. 18, 1861, R. T. Linco2ffi Col1. 
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if Lincoln, reading Yates's letter, saw himself, save for 
certain elements of power and stability, as the author of 
just such a heartsick plea. 
Milwaukee already had a postmaster, and when the city's 
collectorship fell vacant, it was humanity's good f ortune 
that Lincoln gave it to a n$wspaper editor named Christoph~r 
Sholes, thus enabling that gentleman to invent the type• 
writer. 12 In Lincoln's mind, tremendous problems blotted 
out the minor pathos of Yates's letter. But ~men Yates 
wrote again 1n 1864, w1 th the naticn' s crisis passin g , 
Lincoln saw to it that fair examination was made of the 
Milwaukee lawyer's claims. Yates's ideas were laid before 
the Navy's Permanent Commission for examining inventions. 
Alexander D. Bache, Joseph Hen~y, and two other scientific 
notables signed an adverse report: 
This invention is not described with sufficient 
clearness to be perf ectly -understood; but from what 
the Commission can gathe r from the various papers, 
it infers that the invention consists in an arrange-
ment for obviating the supposed loss of power in 
the use of the crank in connection with a recipro-
cating Engine. I n accordance with the views of 
the most distinguished Engineers of the ~esent 
day, the loss of power which this invention is in-
tended to prevent, does not Exist. This also is 
the opinion of the Commission, notwithstanding the 
argum~nts in opposition to it, which have been 
advanced by Mr. Yates.~3 
"Mr. President," wrote Yates after this, "you have now 
1~ict. Am. Biog., XVII, 123, ''Christopher Latham Sholes tt. 
1 3Permanent Commission to Gideon Welles, May 3, 1864, 
R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
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done all that I r&quested of you, and Effect~d all that 
'it is in your power,' as President, to accomplish, & 
for which I render you the whole of a poor man's Exchequ~r 
- thanks.nl4 But as to the Permanent Commission's verdict, 
not even Joseph Henry could sway Peter Yates in his con-
victions. "Mr. President," insisted the lawyer, "my in-
vention is the greatest of the age, & worth more than 
twenty Millions of Dollars, and I not only believe, but 
know it." He asked Lincoln to see him and his model at th~ 
White House, to ask also an expert from the Bureau of 
Steam Engineering, and to listen to both sides of the 
question. "Mr. President, 11 Yates asserted pathetically, 
11 I may write like a crazy man - in truth, my parents vhile 
li vi·ng, my sisters & brothers & many of my friends and eli-
ents, have all accused me to my face of being a monomaniac 
upon this subject, & this for the last 15 years - but I 
am not crazy in the knowledge & practice of the law, as 
all admit, & as the Law RepD~ts of our state will attest • 
••• and I assure you, that however crazy I will not bite."15 
Nevertheless, however much ·Yates's tr~gedy may have moved 
Lincoln, Joseph Henry's judgment was not lightly to be cast 
aside, and so Peter Yates moved on into eternity with no 
"Endurin g monument 11 to mark his passage through this life. 
14The quotation in Yates's letter 
rece i ved a letter from Lincoln; but 
letger, its whereabou t s d:se not now 
Peter Yates to Lincoln, Oct. 4, 
suggests that he had 
if there was such a 
known. 
1864, R. T. Lincoln Cell. 
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There was no sadness for Lincoln in the gay self-assur-
ance of a slightly cracked schoolmaster named Francis L. 
Capen, who offered to take the President under his tute-
lage in the spring and early sun~er of 1863. Capen 's fi rst 
nots to Lincoln asked for "a brief interview on the ~elf 
Support 6:: profitable ..l:!illlployrnent of <Jontrabands; on the 
200,000 white volunteers, now ready to enlist; on the exped-
iency of loyalizing 0onfederate Prisoners for ~issaries; 
& on a Measure for securing the Loyalty of the Democratic 
Masses, &. the Popular Support of the Administration."16 
Whether or not !'l'lr. Capen settled those trifles is not clear. 
l.n any case he took another tack in his next revelation. 
From him Lincoln got a card with Capen's name printed on 
it and, inscribed grandly below, the legend "Certified 
Practical Meteorologist & Expert in Computing the Changes 
of the Weather. 11 Above, Capen had written "Thousands of 
lives & Millions of Dollars may be saved by the Application 
of Science to War.nl7 
Lincoln had good cause just then to fret about the 
weather. Back in January, General Ambrose Burnside had 
got the Army of the Potomac bogged down helplessly and 
ludicrously in Virginian mud. Now Hooker had Burnside ' s 
old command, and Hooker's army, which the President had just 
16Francis L. Capen to Lincoln, Mar. 29, 1863, R. T. Lincoln Coll 
17capen to Lincoln, Apr . 25, 1863, i~id. 
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visited, was about to lunge at Lee's army with fresh 
confidence.l8 The President was ready to try almost any-
thing that would ease his anxiety about Hooker, and so 
Capen was admitted to Lincoln's office. The President 
must have been encouraged, with reservations, when Capen 
predicted fair weather fcr •,l t.tie e. next five days. 
That day and the next were clear,with the wind holding 
steady from the northwest.l9 On April 27, the wind shift-
ed to the southeast. 20 From Virginia, Hooker wrote the 
President that day: "The only element which gives me 
apprehension with regard to the success of this plan is 
the weather. How much will depend upon it. The details 
will readily suggest themselves to you." 21 At about 
9:30 P. M. on the day following, Lincoln wrote on the 
back of Capen's letter: 
It seems to me Mr. Capen knows nothing about 
the weather, in advance . He told me three days 
ago that it would not rain again till the 30th. 
of April or lst. of May. It is raining now & 
has been for ten hours. I can not spare any 
more time to Mr. Capen. 
April. 28. 1863. A LINCOLN22 
Foregoing his meteorological pretensions, Capen wrote 
Lincoln again on other themes after the battle of Gettys-
r~Thomas, Lincoln, PP• 365, 367-368. 
Met. Jour., April 25, 26, 1863. 
20Ibid., April 27, 1863. 
~~ Quoted in Lincoln, Works, VI, 190. 
Ibid., VI, 190-191. 
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burg that July, but his brie£ day as a Presidential ad-
viser was over.23 
One crisp, clear day late in December, 1861, Lincoln 
drove down to the Anacostia River to see the army engineers 
build a pontoon bridge. Attorney General Bates, Jesse 
Dubois of Illinois, and Schuyler Colfax rade with Lincoln 
in his car riage. The engineers bridged the icy river w.Lth 
speed and efficiency; the Presidential party crossed over 
and were followed by a battery of artillery. While they 
were there, the party watched a man t•walk the watertt w1 th 
each foot in a little water-tight canoe and carrying a 
slender paddle, apparently for both propulsion and balance.21 
Water-walking was a minor fad at the time. At Vincennes, 
France, it was said, troops had done it with two-layer, 
one-piece boots and trousers, in which the space between 
inner and outer layers was inflated. According to the re-
ports, which seem to have been likewise inflated, the French 
soldiers had sunk only two feet in the water, and had moved 
along rapidly, loading and firing their muskets as they 
went.25 Whether there was any affiliation b~tween the 
French and American waterwalking interests, President Lin-
coln was not convinced by the Anacostia exhibition that the 
23Francis L. Capen to Lincoln, July 18, 1863, R. T. Lincoln 
Co~~Howard K. Beale (ed.), The Diary of Edward Bates, 1859-
1866 (American Historical Association, Annual RepnEt, 1930, 
IV~~ p. 212; Met. Jour., Dec. 21, 1861. 
Sci. Amer., Nov. 9, 1861. 
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schema would be useful. Waterwalkers bobbed up: again in 
the pages of the Scientific American for 1863, but not in 
the Union armies.26 
Another passing vogue was that of body armor. The 
well-dressed and slightly apprehensive recruit of' 1861 
often wore such garb as the divided breast plate made by 
J. s. Smith of New York out of thin spring steel. The 
Smith V$St lay unobtrusively, its wearer hoped, between the 
cloth and the lin;J..ng of a military vest, with th$ two leaves 
lapping over where the vest was buttoned. Weighing thraQ 
and a half po*nds, it was supposed to r~sist bayonet or 
sword thrusts.27 Steel vest inventors made their way into 
the White House in the early months of the war; Stoddard's 
office exhibitQd a "pretty blue shell of polished stQel 11 
among other models whose makers aspired to Presidential 
support. 28 Lincoln reportedly disposed of thos.e w:1 th such 
inventions by offering to let the inventor wear his own 
device in a test; the same anecdote was told of Secretary 
Stanton, with more convincing detail, and for that matter, 
it was also attributed to the Duke of Wellington before the 
war ended. 29 Whatever value such apparel had in battle, 
no steel vest ever managed to turn aside the barbs leveled 
26
sci. Amer., Apr. 11, Aug. 22, 1863. 
27rbid., Oct. 26, 1861. 
28 Ulliam 0. Stoddard, Inside the White House in War 'rimes 
(New York, 1890), p. 39. 
29sandburg, War Years, II, 295; Sci. Amer., Feb. 8, 1862, 
Mar. 4, 1865. 
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at it by the unshielded comrades of its wearer. After the 
owner had been labelled a coward and reminded to wear his 
"cuirass" behind in battle, the encumbrance usually ended 
it.s military service derelict upon a Southern roadside. 30 
Though body armor was rarely heard of after the first 
few months of war, there were exceptions. A Wisconsin in-
ventor of German origin offered Lincoln a coat of mail or 
11 Panzerhemd 11 as late as July, 1864. 31 In that same month, 
L. E. Chittenden, the Treasury official who had once stimu-
lated such remarkable changes in the complexion of General 
Ripley, rode out to Fort Stevens in the .outskirts of Washing-
ton to watch the attack of the Confederate General Jubal 
Early. Near a large fallen tree he saw the body of a Con-
federate officer with a rifle in his hs.nd. Placing his 
hand on the officer's chest to see if life remained, Chitten-
den felt a metallic substance. I ·t; turned out to be a shield 
of boiler iron molded to fit the man's body and fastened in 
back by straps and buckles. Trusting to tha t protection, 
the officer had gone out that morning to gun for Yankees. 
But directly over his heart, through the shiel4 and through 
his body, was a hole 1'large enough to permit the excape of 
a score of human lives." Chittenden was reminded of a 
quaint epitaph in his native Vermont on one who had died 
30John D. Billings, Hardtack and Coffee (Boston, 1887), 
P• I7 5. 
3 Ord. Off., "Inv. 11 , Misc., #440. 
from vaccination: 
The means employed his life to save 
Hurried him headlong to the gravet3~ 
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Proposals came to Lincoln for more cumbersome batt~e-
field armor . A Wisconsin man wrot e the President about 
his individual handbarrow type portable breastworks, while 
a Connecticut Yankee who would have been well received in 
King Arthur 's court suggested iron shields for the front 
ranks. 33 From Massachusetts and Kansas came other proposals 
for portable breastworks, while a horsedrawn affair was 
suggested independently by a New Yorker and a Londoner.34 
T. G. Boetig of Cincinnati boasted that his iron field 
casemates could be a ssembled in five seconds and wanted to 
show them to the President; but Lincoln sent the letter 
over to the War Department next door. 35 And from Pawnee 
City, Nebraska, a letter came advocating an ironclad bat-
tery propelled by an armored locomotive; but the Nebraskan 
was late, for such precursors of the armored tank had al-
ready been used in battle and would be used again before 
the war ended.36 As for armored vehicles to be used en 
the battlefield, more than one inventor put forward his 
suggestions, in one case including the Gatling machine gun 
as armament; but the same difficulties which confronted the 
32chittenden, Recollections, pp. 419-420. 
g~ord. Of~., "In~.", Misc., # 234, # 379. 
Ibid., Misc., ff430, #439. 
3~Ibid., Misc., #332. 
3 Ibid., Misc., # 355; Sci. Amer., June 1, 1861, Oct. 11, 1862, 
Oct. 24, 1863, July 9, 1864; Battles and Leaders, II,374,IV,577,4E 
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designers of steam plows likewise baffled the inventors 
of military tanks.37 
Early in September, 1861, Senator Henry Wilson of 
Massachusetts sent Lincoln a petition in behalf of the 
Perkins steam gun, remarking that 11 i t seems to me there is 
something in it." Certainly a distinguished company had 
appended their names to the petition: Peter Cooper, Will-
iam Cullen Bryant, George P. Putnam, Parke Godwin, E. D. 
Morgan, J. W. Harper, and thirty-three others. As might 
have been expected from so impressive a battery of editors, 
publishers, businessmen, and engineers, the petition plead-
ed sonorously for "the defence of the country through every 
appliance of modern science and skill. 1138 Old Jacob Perkins, 
who had died in England a dozen years before, after long 
residence ther~, left many useful inventions behind him; 
but his steam gun, which applied steam pressure directly 
to the missile, could hardly b~ numbered among them. Con-
fronted with the old Yankee's inspiration, the Duke of Well-
ing ton was said to have remarked, "Well, if steam guns had 
been invented first, what a capital improvement gunpowder 
would have been.n 39 When Lincoln routed the steam gun pet-
ition down to his Chief of Ordnance, General Ripley was 
37ord. Off., "Inv.", Misc. , # 336, # 370. 
38rbid., class lc, # 219. 
39sci. Amer., June 15, 1861. 
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less witty than the ±ron Duke, but quite as final.40 
.. 
Of all the weird fancies predicated on a level 
battlefield and a co8perative enemy, the most widespread 
and persistent was that of forked cannon firing chain 
shot. Letter after letter came to the Ordnance Office 
with that suggestion- from England, from Mexico, from a 
teen-age prodigy in Rochester, New York, who also offered 
a 11 benzule 11 incendiary shell , and from almost every state 
41 in what remained of the nation. From two diverging cannon, 
Jo~hed at the breech, were to be fired two projectiles, 
linked by a chain. As the two shot spread apart, the chain 
between them was supposed to snap taut and cut a terrible 
swath through rebel ranks. Every writer was certain that 
his idea was a new thing in the world. A disgruntled 
Hoosier maintained that the model he had sent Lincoln 
must have been intercepted, for he bad read in the Louis-
ville Journal of just such a gun being made in Connecticut. 42 
Yet the modal of such a contraption glowered from a Patent 
Office showcase at that moment and had since 1859; while 
the Scientific American was being serenaded 1v.f{tlil innumer-
able variations on the same theme - 11 all impracticable", it 
sourly averred. 43 
40James w. Ripley to Pliny Miles, Sept. 23, 1861, Ord. 
Off., Misc. Letters Sent. 
4lord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 ,class lc, #315, classes 4&5, #606; 
Or~~ Off., Reg. Letters Rec'd, 1864, WD1231. 
Ord. Off., "Inv.", c1assss 4&5, #238. 43rbid., #421; Sci. Amer., Aug. 9, 1862. 
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The double cannon in vent or s did not spare Pre si dent 
Lincoln. Two days after Sumter was fired on, one who 
signed himself "Citizen of Rhode Island" sounded a warn-
ing blast.44It was echoed from San Francisco, and presently 
Upper Savoy in France brightly contributed the suggestion 
of 11Boulets ~ Cha"hles. "45 Most persistent of all was one 
Charles Raymond of Norwalk, Connecticut - perhaps the very 
gentleman noticed by the Louisville Journal. 46 As Lee's 
a rmy surged toward Pennsylvania in 1863, Raymond revealed 
his inspiration to the President. And as the battered 
rebel army retreated southward, General Ri pley answered 
him: 
Your letters to the President, and to the 
Secty of War describing a double cannon; and 
a locomotive steam carriage for moving it have 
been referred to this office. In answer I 
have to inform you that I do not perceive any-
thing that is new in either of the inventions 
you describe. Double cannon, designed for use 
in t h e ma nner you propose were invented more 
than a hunpred years ago. And Steam Carriages 
were long since, ma de and tried on common roads 
in England. Neithe r of these inventions proved 
to be of any practical utility. For this rea-
son I ca nnot re commend an expenditure of the 
public mon ey in re peating expe riments which 47 have for so long a period proved to be failures. 
But though General Ripley rebuffed inventor s with th e fa c-
ility that comes with l ong pr a cti ce, h i s t echnique s failed 
44 II II 1 # Ord. Off ., Inv. , cla ss c , , 133. 
45rbid.~ class lc, #214 , # 306. 
46----- # I bid., cla ss l c, · 328. 
47J . w. Ri p ley t o Charles F. Raymond, Aug . 8 , 1863 , 
Ord . Off. , Misc. ~etters Sent . 
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against Charles Raymond. Four more letters to Lincoln 
issued from the pen of the indomitable crank before the 
President's death .48 
The Confederates built a double chainshot cannon, but 
ill l uck attended i t . Vfuen the guns failed to fire sim-
ultaneously, the chain s wept back and killed most of the 
crew. The gun was never fired again , though it survives 
to this day in Athens, Georgia. 49 I n the North, twin can-
non were fire d without such mishaps , one at Rochester, New 
York, and another near Boston.50 But far from mowing down 
the enemy, the double cannon never reaped a rebel. 
With such bushels of chaff confronting them, small won-
de r that the overworked ordnance of ficers were h a sty winnow-
ers. And y e t the harried President sh~med them in his 
readiness to hear and consider. As the spate of wild pro-
posals came to be a byword in t h e Silllli~er of 1861, so did 
the openmindedness of the President . 11 By invitation of a 
well- known official , " wrote the satirist Orpheus c. Kerr 
in August of that year, 11 I visited the Navy Yard yesterday, 
and witnessed the trials of some newly-invented rifled can-
non. The trial was of short duration, and the jury brought 
in a verdict of 'innocent of any intent to kill. 'u The 
48ord. Off., uinv.", class lc, # 354, # 356, # 366, #371. 
49MacDougall, 11Federal Ordnanc e Bureau", p. 76. 
50ord. Off., "Inv.", class lc, # 206, class 4&5, # 606. 
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fantasy went on about such brainstorms as a "double back-
action revolving cannon for ferry-boats" to be delivered 
11 in time for the next war 11 , and a scheme for taking pri v-
ateers with a pair of huge clamps which would hoist them 
up and into the Federal hatches. 11The President's gothic 
features lighted up beautifully at the words of the great 
inventor," wrote Kerr, 11but in a moment they assumed an 
expression of doubt. 11 Lincoln was supposed to have asked 
what would happen 11 the enemy fired meanwhile, at which 
the inventor admitted that as the only flaw in his scheme.51 
Even when he himself provided the subject, Lincoln en-
joyed the solemn nonsense and ludicrous truth of 11 0rpheus 
c. Kerr 11 {whose real name was Robert H. Newell). He would 
often read selections to his friends and laugh with them 
at satirical hits. 52 If he read the foregoing passage on 
the alleged cannon trial, or similar Kerr lampoons on 
collapsible gunboats and observation balloons, his "gothic 
features" may well have lighted up with a smile of appre el-
ation. Lincoln in his time had endured a great deal of 
ridicule without much malice, and he was used to it. 53 In-
ventors still came to him, and ridicule notwithstanding, the 
President listened. 
5lorpheus c. Kerr (Robert H. Newell), The Orpheus c. Kerr 
Pagers, First Series (New York, 1862), PP• 84-87. 
2bavid Homer Bates, Lincoln in the Telegraph Office 
(New York, 1907), P• 188. 
53Lincoln, Works, VI, 559. 
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CHAPTER IX 
THE ELEMENT OF RISK 
Much has been written about Lincoln's fatalistic 
indifference to personal risk. The measures taken to 
protect him from fanatica and madmen seem tragically feeble 
to modern eyes; and Lincoln himself, though he belittled 
his own physical courage, was apt to break impatiently 
through such safeguards as were provided for him. Yet 
in all the discussions of that point, virtually nothing 
has been said about the risk that went with Lincoln's int-
erest in weapons. In pursuing that interest, the President 
exposed himself both to premeditated violence and to accid-
ental injury or death. 
Consider how easy it would have been for an assassin 
reckless of his own life to enter the President's office 
with a repeating rifle or a bomb. Many men did just that, 
though none, as good fortune would have it, came to murder 
the President. ~here was, . for example, Joshua Stoddard, 
inventor of the steam calliope and other machines, who 
came into Lincoln's office one day with an aerial torpedo 
of his own invention. He struck a match and lit the model 
he had, whereupon Lincoln, fearful of an explosion, got 
dovm behind a desk. 
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"Mr. Lincoln," said Stoddard, "you make a better Pres-
ident, I guess, than you would a soldier." 
But after seeing how Stoddar•d 1 s device ViO rked, Lincoln 
said he was much pleased with it, and told the inventor 
he could go and practice on the rebels all he wanted to.l 
And Stoddard was not the only inventor who called or 
tried to call on the President with a bomb. A na!ve 
Yankee from Marlboro, Massachusett s, notified the Presi-
dent in August, 1862, of his intention to see him with a 
bomb disguised as a shoe-blacking box. His scheme was to 
ship aboard rebel vessels as a seaman and then jump ship·, 
lfiaving his infernal package behind.2 Whether or not the 
man obtained an interview with Lincoln is uncertain, but 
it would not be surprising to learn that he did. 
a man with a little acting ability - like John Wilkes 
Booth - might easily have passed for such an inventor. But 
th~President could also have died at the hand of a genuine 
inventor of the crackpot variety, aggrieved, perhaps at 
some rebuff for which he held Lincoln responsible. There 
is food for thought in the e~capade of a Bay State inventor 
who quarreled with his agent during the Civil War. The agent 
got a box from the inventor through the mail; but doubting 
that it betokened any sort of affection for him, he pru-
lsandburg, War Years, II, 294. 
2E. A. Parmenter to Lincoln, Aug . 21, 186 2, Nat. Arch., 
Sec. War's Off., Prst 158, E· B. 
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dently put it into the hands of a detective. With a 
weight, a wedge, and a long rope, the gift was opened 
as it sat between two ledges of rock. Fifteen pounds of 
powder promptly exploded with a roar heard for miles. 3 
The "lunatics and visionaries" who plagued John Nicolay 
might well have anticipated the tragedian Eooth. 
In the ttchampagne experiments" attended by Lincoln the·re 
was danger,too. Almost any weapons trial hald the possibil-
ities of injury or death to spectators. Less than twenty 
years before the war, an experimental wrought-iron cannon 
had burst and killed several spectators, including the 
Secretary of State and the Secretary of the Navy. 4 Even 
one of the small arms inventions that Lincoilin liked to 
try personally might have injured the President. The risk-
iest and least predictable of weapons, however, were the 
war rockets, and it was at the trial of such a rocket that 
Lincoln came closest to death. 
War rockets are not as modern as they currently seem 
to be. As far back as the Napoleonic Wars, Sir William 
Congreve had equipped them with warheads, cast iron tubes, 
and wooden tails for truer flight, and had annoyed the 
French rather effectively with them. Vmen the Civil War 
began, the Union army used the Hale rocket, which dispensed 
3sci. Amer., Mar. 14. 1863. 
4Thomas Hart Benton, Thirty Years' View {2 vols., New 
York, 1856), II, 568. 
with the Oongreve stick and depended ror steadi ne ss in 
fli ght upon the rotation imparted by tangential vents 
near the head. 5 Rockets orfered tempting advantages over 
field pieces firing projectiles of the s ame weight. The 
launching tubes or gut ters from which rockets were fired 
were vastly lighter and easier to bandle than a rti llery. 
Rocket s were recoilless weapons, also. There wa s even a 
psychological asset in the fiery trail of rockets. Hale 
himself offered in May, 1861, to establish and direct the 
large scale manufacture of his r ockets for the Union army.6 
His offer wa s not accepted, but rockets were used. McClellan 
ordered some issued t o hi s troops less than two week s after 
he assumed command of the army in the summer of 1861; and 
t wo "Rocket Troops" were organized in the fall, each carry-
ing 500 Hale r ockets.7 In April , 1862, 1300 rockets were 
sent to the "Rocket Battalion" near Yor ktov11n, Virginia .8 
And as late as October, 1863, more than 600 rockets were 
on hand at Fortress Monroe . 9 
But t here was no assurance that r ocket s would land i n 
any predetermined s ot , despite Oongreve's sticks or Hale's 
tangential vents. I f something deflected them in their 
course, the propelling force would tend to send them i n 
5Ben t on, Ordnance and Gunnerx, PP • 98, 103. 
00rd. Off., Reg. Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, May 6. 7 Ibid., M412; Ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, B778. 
8~w. Ripley to Col. c. P . Kingsbury, Apr. 15, 1862, 
Ord. Off., Misc. Letters Sent. 
9ord. Off., Letters Rec 1d, 1863, F537. 
their ne w direction. They might even come back on the 
men who ha d fired them. 
Wa r rockets were no novelty to Dahlgren, who had first 
come to Washing ton i n 1847 to supervise their manufacture. 
In May, 1859, he h a d even tried a submarine rocket, the 
i nvention of a g entleman appropriately named 11 Mr. Nautilus". 
Despite the inventor's propitious patronymic, Dahlgren's 
re port was unfavorable.lO But when Lincoln sent over an-
other submarine rocket inventor nam ed Pascal Plant a few 
days after t h e Monitor-Merrimac battle, Dahlgren gave the 
man a hearing. 11 Later on that year, Assistant Secretary 
of the Navy Fox ha d Dahlgren make two or three submarine 
rockets on Plant's model, and in December a trial was made 
at the Washington Navy Yard. 12 Fox and Secretary Welles 
watched two rockets fired from a scow about forty feet off-
shore. The first rocket went i n to the mud and exp loded 
with 11 quite a shock". The second sped off under water at 
an angle of 60° from the intended line of fire and sank an 
unoffending schooner lying at anchor nearby. 13 A month 
later another Plant rocket was fired with results less dis-
astrous but quite as picturesque. The thing darted from 
the water like a flying fish about five feet from the boat, 
lONat. Arch., Bur. of Nav. Ord., 11 Index to Inventions 
Tested by Captain Dahlgren at the Navy Yard '~ ~ 11 Nautilus, Mr. 11 • 
llLincoln, Works, V, 156. 
12H. A. Wise to J. A. Dahlgren, Oct. 20, 1862, Nat. Arch., 
Bur~ Nav. Ord., "Letters, Washington 11 • 
vNat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., "Examinations of Inventions 11 , 
IV, 265-266. 
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touched the surface briefly about twenty feet out, soared 
into the air, and finally plunged into the Anacostia about 
100 yards away, leaving some bubbles and 11 a slight Smoke."l4 
That ended Navy interest in Mr. Pascal Plant. 
In April, 1861, a Newark, N. J., man named J. B. Hyde 
wrote the Ordnance Department offering to organize a rocket 
corps and to furnish Hale's rockets.l5 He made no headway 
with the Army, but like other inventors, found the Navy's 
Ordnance Bureau more receptive. On November 15, 1862, a 
trial was made of a rocket designed by Hyde. Hyde's rocket 
carried a warhead with a time fuse and had its tangential 
vents at the center of gravity instead of the head. As a 
launching stand, it used a perforated iron cylinder. Hyde 
had a distinguished audience. President Lincoln drove out 
to the Yard with Secretary of State Seward and Secretary 
of the Treasupyy Chase, picking up Dahlgren at his office 
in the Yard. The party gathered around the rocket stand 
where Lieutenant Commander William Mitchell was supervising 
the Hyde test. Suddenly, to the horror of everyone present, 
there was a roar and a flash of fire. The rocket had 
exploded prematurely in its stand, endangering the life of 
the President. Through Dahlgren's mind must have flashed 
terrifying memories of the explosion which a few years before 
had killed two members of Tyler's cabinet not many miles 
from that very spot. The shaken Captain Dahlgren returned 
14Ibid., V, 51-52. 
15-0rd. Off., Reg. Letters Rec'd, 1861, H205. 
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with the party, deeply thankful that tragedy had not 
struck the nation and altered the course or history 
through an accident for which he himself would have borne 
some share or the responsibility.l6 
Two days later another trial was given Hyde's rocket, 
this time without such eminent observers. Just after 
the rocket left the stand, it 11 ascended into the air, 
whirling at the same time, took a direction nearly at 
right angles to the line or fire, and fell upon the roof 
of the Blacksmith Shop, and thence to the ground. 11 Hyde 
himself admitted that to continue the experiment would 
17 be too dangerous, and so it was suspended. 
The near tragedy of that November day in 1862 was hushed 
up by the authorities with great care. Lincoln himself 
had remarked to a crowd earlier that year that "the Secre-
tary of War, you know, holds a pretty tight rein on the 
Press.nl8 His statement was borne out in this case. The 
Washington Star and the Scientific American, for example, 
both r~ported the experimental practice that day at the 
Navy Yard with a great fifteen-inch gun, in the presence 
of Dahlgren, Welles, Fox, and others, but no,t a word was 
said of Lincoln's being there or of Hyde's rocket.19 The 
16Nat. Arch ., Bur. Nav. Ord., "Exam. of Inv. 11 , IV, 215; 
looae memorandum found in ibid.; M. V. Dahlgren, Memoir, p.382. 
1'/Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., "Exam. of Inv.", IV, 215,217. 
18Lincoln, Works, V, 284. 
19washington ~, Nov. 17, 1862; Sci. Amer., Nov. 29, 1862. 
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Washington Star also made much of the planned detonation 
of some bad powder in a vacant lot at the Washington Arsenal 
that day; perhaps the item was intended to star·t a backfire 
against rumors.20 
More remarkable still is the way in which circumstances 
have conspired until now to keep the incident from the 
knowledge of historians. In 1861, Dahlgren and Lincoln 
visited the French frigate Gassendi, lying off the Navy 
Yard. On leaving the ship, Lincoln had the boat rowed 
around the frigate for a closer look. Unaware of this, 
the French fired a salute just as the President's boat came 
under their guns, thus exposing the President to the danger 
of having his head taken off by a wad. This affair was 
likewise kept out of the papers, and though Dahlgren was 
badly upset by the incident, he did not record it in his 
journal. Yet in later years, as would seem inevitable, it 
came to light, being told in the Reminiscences of Frederick 
Seward, one of the party. 21 
No such thing happened in the case of the Hyde rocket 
affair. Dahlgren recorded the President's visit in his 
journal and the fact that he, Dahlgren, had returned with 
the party, but he said nothing about the rocket trial. 22 
20washington Star, Nov. 17, 1862. 
2lseward, ReminiScences, pp. 173-175. 
22M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 382. 
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If Frederick Seward knew of his father's unnerving ex-
perience, he did not say so in his Reminiscences. Secre-
tary Chase's printed diary ends before the date of the 
rocket incident. And Gideon Welles wrote in his diary 
on December 3, 1862, that 11 it is a month since I have 
opened this book and been able to make any record of current 
events." 22 Only two sources of information about the 
affair can be found, both contemporary. One is the extreme-
ly abbreviated account contained in the official report, 
which notes tbs presence of Lincoln, Seward, 6hase, and 
Dahlgren, gives a brief description of Hyde's rocket, and 
states that it exploded in the stand. The other is a loose, 
unsigned, undated, but obviously contemporary memorandum 
left between the pages of the Navy Ordnance Bureau's 
manuscript volume entitled "Examination of Inventions." 
This loose sheet of paper is headed "memorandum of Invent-
ions,11 and is folded double. One the first half-sheet is 
written "Danger ous I Plants rocket - sank a vessel I ro cket 
- Fired backwards and endangered the life of President 
Lincoln," and three other inventions are listed that proved 
dangerous to the user. 
So far as records show, Hyde's rocket was the last war 
rocket Lincoln saw tried. One sweltering June night in 
1864, however, he did drive out to the Navy Yard with e~-
22welles, Diary, I, 182. 
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Senator Orville Browning, Assistant Secretary of the Navy 
Gustavus Fox, and others, to witness the firing of signal 
rockets from field artillery. 23 Earlier that day the temper-
ature in Wa shington had reached 101.5°, and when the party 
drove down to the Navy Yard, even though night had fallen, the 
thermometer read in the middle 80 1 s. 24 Several rockets 
went up with good results. The last one soared up, trail-
ing fire across the sky, but halfway up it exploded premature-
ly and fell to the water. "Well, 11 said Mr . Lincoln, "small 
potatoes and few in a hill.n25 
It might have been supposed by one not familiar with 
Lincoln's indifference to personal danger that the Pres-
ident would have been more careful about attending wea pons 
trials after the Hyde rocket episode. But such was not the 
case. Barely three months later, Lincoln went out with 
Secretary Stanton a nd assorted genePals to see some land 
mine s detonated electrically near some forts on the Virginia 
side of the Potomac . The system was the work of a New York-
er named G. 'i • Beardslee, who bs. d also de v i sed a hand-oper-
ated generator system for field telegraphy and an electric 
fuse f or t'iring cannon. 26 :A Wa shington newspaper reporter 
23Theodore c. Pea s e and James G. Randall (ed s.), The Diary 
of Orville Hickman Browning (2 vols., Springfield, Ill., 1925}, 
I, 673. 
24Met . Jour., June 25 , 1864. 25Bates, Lincoln in the IJ.'ele graph Office, pp. 265-266. 26
william R. Plum, The Military Telegraph in the Civil 
War (2 vols., Chicago, 1882}, II, 88; Nat. Arch ., Bur. Nav . 
Ord., 11 Exa;.n . of Inv. 11 , V, 77. 
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described the scene. "There was a great explosion immed-
iately in our front, 11 he wrote . "The earth opened and 
vomited forth stones, shot and shell, vertically, horizon-
tally, and, in fact, in all directions." Then there was 
a second explosion even greater than the first, "and the 
air was again filled with earth and smoke, stones and 
exploding shells; some of the latter falling in uncomfort-
able proximity to our person." After a third mine went up , 
the crowd was pushed back. "Taking up our position close 
to the Pre sident," wrote the Chronicle reporter, 11 we heard 
a heavy explosion, as if some of the internal fires of the 
globe were eacaping, and the earth belched forth a volcano 
of smoke, stones and exploding shells even more fearful 
than before. It rained stones for acres around and in front 
of it. 1127 
In spite of the President's incredible accessibility to 
armed inventors, and in spite of the close calls that 
upset the nervous Captain Dahlgren, Lincoln's fatalism 
seemed to be justified. Hannibal Hamlin served out his 
term a s Vice-President; and when Andrew Rohnson acceded 
to the Presidency, his elevation was due not to a deranged 
inventor or a proving ground mishap, but to the little 
Derringer pistol of a warped tragedian. 
27sci. Amer . , Mar. 14, 1863, quoting the Washin gton 
Chronicle. 
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CHAPTER X 
MEN WI TROUT GUNS 
Toward the end of 1861, President Lincoln SUll1IIl3 d tp.:· 
a state of affairs that had plagued him all that year 
since the war began. uThe plain matter-of-fact is, 11 he 
wrote , "our good people have rushed to t he rescue of the 
Government, faster than the government can find arms to 
put into their hands. 111 Under such conditions, distribut-
ion pro rata would not do; the arms had to be sent where 
they would do the most good. And the question of where 
they would do the most good was one of high policy, not 
to be entrusted solely to the Ghief of Ordnance, whoever 
he might be. Lincoln took part in the making of arms dis-
tribution policies as he did in military affairx generally 
at that time2; and the part he took was a consistent one. 
When the President ordered arms sent anywhere, it was almost 
always to the border slave states of the Midwest - Kentucky, 
Teanessee, western Virginia - or state s just north of them, 
like Illinois and Indiana. 
lLinc oln, ;\fork s, V, 20. 
2r . Harry Wi lliams, Lincoln and His Generals (New York, 
1952), p. 9. 
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As with other military matters, Lincoln first approach-
ed the question of arms distribution in a mood of diffidence.3 
Perhaps he already knew Colonel Ripley's temper. On May 8, 
1861, just about the time L. E. Chittenden was using his 
name to get Enfields for the First Vermont Volunteers, Lin-
coln wrote Ripley: 
Hon. Mr. Colfax impress es me with the necessity 
of very early attention to placing arms, artillery 
&c , a l ong the Ohio River, particularly ~n the borders 
of Indiana and Illinois. Of course you understand 
this subject better than I; and therefore this is 
to be taken as a general suggestion, and, in no sense 
as dictation.4 
But Lincoln's deference to hipley in tbe parceling out 
of arms did not last long. Within a few days, the President 
was giving his attention to the arming of his native state, 
Kentucky, a state which bulked large in Lincoln's calculations 
early in the war. Kentucky hung delicately in the balance 
early in 1861, so delicately that a secession convention 
was blocked by only one vote in the Kentucky House of Repre-
sentatives.5 Lincoln's gingerly avoidance of the slavery 
issue was in large part for the benefit of slave-holding 
Union men in that uneasy Commonwealth. But while the Pres-
ident talked softly, he moved to arm the loyal Kentuckians. 
Lincoln's chief representative in the arming of Kentucky 
3williams, Lincoln and His Generals, P• 9. 
4Lincoln, Works, IV, 362. 
5Battles and Leaders, I, 373. 
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was Lieutenant William Nelson of that state, ane of the 
most picturesque figures in the Civil War. He was a h~e1 
blustering man, six feet four inches tall and weighing 300 
pounds, with a deeply tanned face and bushy black hair.6 
With all his bulk, he was a strong-willed, active man.7 
More than that, he had an excellent mind and a phenomenal 
memory; he read widely and could repeat page after page of 
his favorite authors verbatim. 8 He was also fluent in sev-
eral languages, including the language sometimes known as 
billingsgate. 9 His overbearing temper at last cost him 
his life at the hands of an insulted Union genera1.10 But 
most important of all to Abraham Lincoln in the sp ring of 
1861, this extraordinary Lieutenant Nelson was a staunchly 
pro-Union Kentuckian. Russell of the London Times met the 
gargantuan sailor at dinner in Washington at the end of 
March and Wl'Ote down his impression of Nelson's politics: 
The Lieutenant was a strong Union man, and he 
inveighed fiercely, and even coarsely, against 
the members of his profession who ha d thrown 
up their commissions •••• Mr. Nelson says, Sum-
ter and Pickens are to be reinforced, Charleston 
is to be reduced to order, and all traitors 
hanged, or he will know the reason why; and, 11 says he, 11 I have some wt.t.ght in the country. 11 
6Battles and Leaders, I, 375; Daniel Ammen, The Old Navy 
and the New (Philadelphia, 1891), p.340. 
'/Idem. 
8Battles and Leaders, I, 375. 
9rdem.; Ammen, Old I~avy and New, p. 340. 
lUBattl es and Leaders, I, 376. 
llRussell, My Diary, p. 26. 
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In the middle of May, 1861, Lincoln dispatched Nelson 
to Kentucky with 5000 muskets for distribution to loys.l 
Kentuckians .l2 By the end at the month, the guns had been 
quietly distributed. 13 
The loyal men of Kentucky were jubilant at Lincoln's 
action. Lincoln 's old friend JoShua F. Speed wrote from 
Louisville on May 27 in a mood of rejoicing. "We are fast 
getting them on tl:1e hip, 11 he chortled. He told the story 
of how the pro-Southern governor, Beriah Magoffin, had 
bought $60,000 worth of arms in New Orleans to arm Kentucky 
secessionists. "Each secessionist looked to be a foot 
taller . 11 Then it turned out that the guns had no touch-
holes, could not be fired, and most humiliating of all, h~ 
been foisted upon Magoffin 's agent by a sly Yankee. "Let 
us of the Union party then I pray you be supplied with 
arms," wrote Speed. 11 If we have them - there will be no 
necessity f or their use- If we don 't have them we 1!Vill 
in all probability have to run the gauntlet for our lives . "14 
And as a clincher there came a letter f r om Brigadier Gene ral 
Geor g e B. McClellan, vommanding the Department of the Ohio. 
"The issue of the arms to Kentuckians," wrote McClellan, 
uis regarded by the staunch men as a masterpiede of policy 
12 John G. Nicolay, The Outbreak of tne Rebellion (New 
York, 1881), p. 131 . 
13Mea rns, Lincoln Pa pers, II, 619 . 
14Ibid., II, 619-620. 
1. 5-
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on your part, & has - if I may be permitted to say sa -
very much strengthened your position among them.nl5 
While Nelson was passing out muskets in Kentucky, 
President Lincoln began to learn how stringent the arms 
situation was. On May 18, he and Secretary Seward drove 
down to the Navy Yard and paid a call on Dahlgren, "seem-
ingly on ordnance matters." The President was "exercised" 
about the supply of arms, among other things, but Dahlgren 
gave him small comfort. The Cammander gave Lincoln more 
to worry about by hinting "deficiency of nitre and powder."l6 
On paper, there seemed to be arms enough on hand - more 
than 400,000, in fact. But the great majority of them 
were smooth-bore muskets, outmoded in the mid~fifties when 
the armies of the world had converted to rifles.17 The 
United, States had never been fond of great standing armies; 
smooth-bores had seemed good enough for drilling militia; 
and so the manufacturing capacity of the nation was in no 
state to supply hundreds of thousands of troops overnight. 18 
The smooth-bores would have to be used for the present; and 
so Colonel Ripley did his best to marshal arguments in 
their favor, the better to soothe those officers who could 
be given no other. 19 Smooth-bore muskets, he told McClellan 
l~earns, Lincoln Papers, II, 625. 
16M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 333. 
17Meneely, War Department, P• 112; Rodenbaugh and Haskins, 
Arm~ of the United States, p. 130. 
I Felicia J. Deyrup, Arms Makers of the Connecticut 
Valley (Northampton, Mass., 1948), p. 179. Miss Deyrup 
points out that only 30,788 muskets and rifles cguld be 
procured from domestic sources before June 30, 1862. 
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rather fatuously, were "equally as good w1 th the bayonet"; 
they were better suited to the use af buckshot and ball; 
and anyway, the rebels were even worse off.l9 But Ripley's 
heart was not in such arguments. He took too much pride 
in the 1855 Springfield rifle, largely developed during 
his command of the Armory, for him to be a serious pro-
ponent of a return to the smooth-bore aal~e$ ~ao 
Yet even the smooth-bores were slow in reaching the 
hands of troops, largely because distribution was poorly 
organized.21 
Three precious months were lost by the ineptitude of 
Secretary Cameron. He failed to realize the magnitude of 
the war which lay ahead. He could not help but see the 
discrepancy between the number of arms available and the 
number of volunteers who offered their services; but in-
stead of doing all he could to increase the arms supply, 
he spent most of his efforts on reducing the size of the 
army. ••one of the main difficulties, 11 he told Lincoln more 
than three months after Fort Sumter had been fired on, ••is 
to keep down the proportions of the army. ••22 So slipshod 
was Cameron's direction of affairs,that Colonel Ripley could 
get no estimate from him of the numbers of troops to plan 
for; and so the old man scaled down his own wise estimate 
19RipleT to McClellan, June 5, 1861, Ord. Off.,Misc. Letters Sel 
20offioial Records, series 3, I, 264. 
21MacDougall, "Federal Ordnance Bureau", pp. 30-31. 
22Meneely, War Department, P• 148. 
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to an inadequate figure of 250,ooo.23 With so little 
direction or even advice from the head of the War Depart-
ment, the Chief of Ordnance cannot be wholly blamed for 
•arking time for three months at the beginning of the war. 
President Lincoln, encouraged by what a few thousand 
muskets had done in Kentucky, continued meanwhile to send 
more in that direction. Lieutenant ~elson came back to 
Washington for a conference with the President at the end 
of May, 1861; and a week or so later, Lincoln ordered the 
Ordnance Department to send 5000 more to the burly Lieutenant 
at Cincinnati.24 Three days later, on June 8, Lincoln sent 
Emerson Etheridge, an ex-Congressman from Tennessee, to 
Secretary Cameron, bearing the President's request that 
1000 stand of arms be sent to Cairo, Illinois, across the 
river from Kentucky, to be delivered to such persons as 
Etheradge designated.25 
On June 22, 1861, Lincoln sent his. sec:eetary Nicolay 
around to the War Department to gather information on the 
arms situation: the number and kind of arms issued and to 
Whom, the number and kind on hand and where, the number and 
kind being made and where. 26 The President was beginning, 
perhaps, to sense what lay ahead. In his July 4 message 
2~acDougall, "Federal Ordnance Bureau", pp • 40-41. 
24ord. Off.; Reg. Letters Sent, 1861, W.0681. The origin-
al is missing from the fi~es and does not appear in Lincoln, 
Works. 
26Lincoln, Works, ~f3</4ll 
26ord. Off., Letters ec •d, 1861, WD760. 
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to Congress, he asked Congress for ttat least 400,000 men 
and $400,000,000. '' That his point of view had not yet 
completely diverged from that of Secretary Cameron was 
demonstrated, however, when the President echoed Cameron's 
inverted analysis of the situation: "one of the greatest 
perplexities bf the Gover~~~t is to avoid receiving troops 
faster than it can provide for tbem."27 .The perplexity 
mentioned would have been better described as that, of pro-
viding 'or troops as fast as they were received. 
In directing the apportionment of arms, Lincoln con-
tinued to be careful of Ripley's ready temper. Senator 
MacDougall of California asked Lincoln for help in arming 
a regiment on July 3, 1861. Lincoln sent the Senator to 
the Winder Building with a polite note asking Ripley to 
oblige the Senator "if possible.n "I.f you can oblige him 
in this," wrote the President, "I shall be personally oblig• 
ed. n28 
A .few days later, a border state Congressman, John s. 
Carlile of western Virginia, told Lincoln what the President 
already well knew: "If the Union is to be maintained the 
loyal people of the border slave states must be sustained." 
Then he went on to tell Lincoln what the President perhaps 
27James D. Richardson (ed.), A Compilation of the Mess-
ages and Papers of the Presidents (20 vols. ; New York, 1920), 
VII, 3227. 
28Lincoln, Works, IV, 419. 
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did not know so well about western Virginia: 
By great exertions we have got up a spirit of 
enlistment in the volunteer service of the United 
States. Our men who have enlisted have been lying 
out without even a blanket, destitute of tents and 
camp equipage, destitute of arms and ammunition, 
for weeks and weeks. 
Complaint is made out of the State that we are 
not defending ourselves. How can we, without arms 
or anything of defense in our handsf I have written 
again and again to the Secretary of ·War. I have en-
deavored to see him, but cannot find him with a mo-
ment's leisure. We must have immediately forthwith 
5,000 arms, with 100 rounds of cartridges for each, 
for infantry, and 1,000 carbines for cavalry, with 
camp equipage, uniforms, &c.~9for both, or we shall have to give up the contest. 
That very day, July 8, 1861, Lincoln wrote Cameron on the 
western Virginia arms situation in a more peremptory tone 
than he had employed in previous cases. "Please lose no 
time," he admonished Cameron, "in giving an interview to 
Adjt. Genl. Wheat of Western Virginia, and furnishing him, 
if possible with what arms, equipage &c. &c. he needs. 
This is very important, and should not be neglected or de-
layed.n30 And three weeks later the President ordered 5000 
stand of arms sent to Wheeling if it could be done 11 wi thout 
endangering other points too much. "31 Accordingly the War 
Department found 2000 arms and sent them. 32 
Lincoln's early arms shipments to Kentucky!!! Lieuten-
ant Nelson had turned tlie tide for the Union in that stat,, 
29otficial Records, series 3, I, 323. 
30Lincoln, Works, IV, 443. 
31Ibid., IV, 464. 
32official Records, series 3, I, 389. 
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but the arms shortage there remained acute. In August 
Lincoln asked Ripley to issue 1000 stand of arms each, "if 
it can be done '~!' to a pair of Kentuckians named Blakey and 
Veluzat; but 2000 arms were not enough. 33 In mid-September 
General Robert Anderson wired Lincoln that the Tennesseeans 
were invading the state. hWe can get plenty of men if we 
can obtain .arms ~or them. This is of vital 1mportance. 1134 
And the next day, Joshua Speed sent Lincoln two telegrams. 
"Men plenty but no arms," he said in one; and in another, 
11 0ur men cannot go into camp without arms as they can at 
the North; as we have enemies at home."35 Yet Lincoln had 
other places to worry about. On the same day that Speed 
telegraphed Lincoln, Governor Gamble of Missouri wired the 
President: "For God's sake get me arms for inf'antry & cav-
alry". Lincoln pondered the dilemmaa. and made his difficult 
recommendation to Cameron: 
There are pressing demands for arms both at St. 
Louis and at Louisville; while I do not know that 
any can be spared for either place. If, however, 
with your better knowledge of the facts, you can 
spare any for St. Douis, to the extent of four or 
five thousand let them be shipped to the order of 
Gov. Gamble.36 
A week or so later, Lincoln explained his difficulties to 
Governor Oliver Morton of Indiana: 
33ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec'd, 
inat letter is not in the ordnance 
3 Lincoln, Works, IV, 524. 
35Ibid., IV, 529-530. 36Idem. 
-
1861, WD1023. The orig-
files or in Lincoln, Works. 
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As to Kentucky, you do not estimate that state 
as more important than I do; but I am compelled to 
watch all points. While I write this I am, if not 
in range, at least in hearing of cannon-shot, from 
an army of enemies more than a hundred thousand 
strong. I do not expect them to capture this city; 
but I !a2! they would, if I were to send the men 
and arms from here, to defend Louisville, of which 
there is not a single hostile armed soldier within 
forty miles, nor any fQrce known to be moving upon 
it from any distance.l7 
Lincoln's judgment was vindicated. The enemy did not take 
Louisville, nor did they take Washington. The arms short• 
age in Kentucky was quite as bad as Joshua Speed had said, 
but the state held out nevertheless. By fall, the agitation 
began ! to have its effect, and conditions were bettered. In 
October, Speed went east to get arms from the government 
and from private manufacturers. By the end of November he 
was getting a "pretty fair supply.n38 
Of all the Northern war governors, perhaps the . most 
clamorous for arms was Governor 011 ver P. Mor.ton of Ind-
lana. On August 14, 1861, Morton informed Cameron that 
he was about to start four regiments off to St. Louis and 
would have three more ready in six days - but they had no 
arms. "Pray have arms (rifles,if possible) forwarded at 
once, tt Morton importuned the War Department. "We have had 
the promise of rifles." The President answered him. "Have 
37Lincoln, Works, IV, 541. 
38Meneely, War Department, PP• 208·209. 
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your three additional reg~ents organized at once," Lin-
coln wired the Governor. "We shall endeavor to send you 
the arms this week."39 In the following month Governor 
Morton grew angry at his state'~ dearth of arms. "I have 
a half-dozen regiments ready to move and not a gun for them,'' 
he complained to the Assistant Secretary of War. "The re-
cruiting business in Indiana will stop if guns are not fur-
nished •••• My state has done well. Has stripped herself of 
arms for the Governm~t and the war is now upon her borders • 
••• I wish this shown to the President."40Lincoln dashed off 
a telegram to the Governor' "We are supplying all the de-
mands for arms as fast as we can we expect to order a lot 
to . you tomorrow."41 Three days later the President wrote 
a soothing letter to the peppery Hoosier: 
I write this letter because I wish you to believe 
of us (as we certainly believe it of you) that we 
are doing the very best we can. You do not receive 
arms from us as fast as you need them; but it is 
because we have not near enough to meet all the press• 
ing demands; and we are obliged to share around what 
we have, sending the larger share to the points 
which appear to need them most. We have great hope 
that our own supply will be ample before long, so 
that you and all others can have as many as you 
need.:1:1:2 
Since American arms production was still utterly inadequate 
and did not promise to be otherwise for some time, the "great 
3gofficial Records, series 3, I, 410, 413. 
40Ibid., series 3, I, 539; Lincoln, Works, IV, 537. 
41Ideiii. 
42Ibid., IV, 541. 
hope" which the President had was probably eounded on 
the purchase of foreign ar.ms. 
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In the early weeks of the war, when Ripley still 
thought in large terms, he had suggested to Genera~ Scott 
that heavy supplies of ar.ms be purchased abroad. But as 
a loyal son of Pennsylvania, the Secretary of War was bound 
to the doctrine of protectioniam. He insisted that pur-
chases be confined to domestic manufacturers. Pre:sently, 
in the exuberance of patron~ge and politics, Mr. Cameron 
forgot all about the matter. General Scott himself thought 
Ripley's ideas too extravagant. Ripley scaled down his 
suggestions for foreign purchases from 100,000 arms to 
50 1 000, but still his superiors dawdled. 43 And while they 
dawdled Confederate agents got busily to work in Europe. 
Although the agents of Northern states and of Northern speC-
ulators gave the Confederates some competition after a while, 
the tremerldons power of the United States government to pre-
empt the European arms market and forestall the arming of 
the Confederacy was held in abeyance for more than three 
preeious months. Cameron's neglect of the possibilities was 
one of the grave errors of the w~r.44 
On June 3, 1861, after waiting a month for some official 
43official Records, series 3, I, 245, 263. 
44Meneely, war Department, p. 280. 
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reaction, Ripley asked Cameron again for instructions.45 
But Cameron still hung back from foreign purchases. "It 
would ••• appear a wise policy on the part of the Government 
to encourage domestic industry by supplying our troops in 
part from private factories of our own country instead of 
making purchases from abroad," he told Lincoln on July 1.46 
The President was not so complacent. At his instance the. 
War Department had already paid for arms bought by Ameri-
can citizens abroad on their own responsibility.47 
Later in the month of July, 1861, General Irvin Ke~.­
Dowell led a gaily confident army out of Washington in 
the direction of Richmond. Sun glinted from the army's 
serried bayonets, but misgivings darkened its general's 
heart. :ld4eDowell 1 s fear a were realized. At the end of 
the army's road lay not Richmond, victory, and the coming 
of peace, but Bull Run, defeat, and the real beginning of 
war. Lincoln had driven down to the Navy Yard that fine 
Sunday afternoon of July 21, 1861, and bad told Dahlgren 
that the armies were hotly engaged and the rebels getting 
the worst of it. 48Even as he spoke, Secretary Seward, hag-
gard and hoa~se, was at the White House looking for him. 
"The battle is lost 11 , Seward told Nicolay and Hay. "The 
45 Official Records, series 3, I, 245. 
46Ibid., series 3, I, 308. 
47cameron to Lincoln, July 1, 1861, Nat. Arch., Off. Sec. 
War Letters to the President. 4~M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 339. 
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telegraph says that McDowell is in full retreat and calls 
upon General Scott to save the capital." With darkness 
came rain. Lincoln lay sleepless on a sofa, listening to 
stories of the disaster. By daybreak what had been the 
Uniorls hopeful army began streaming into Washington, but 
49 it was now only a sodden mob. 
But the North at least had learned, never to forget it, 
tha t the war was to be no picnic. Grim resolve succeeded 
early exuberance. One of the salutary changes brought about 
in War Department thinking by the First Battle of Bull Run 
was with regard to the purchase of foreign arms. Ripley 
swung back to his initial views and easily carried Cameron 
with him. Before the month was over, Lincoln had sent Col-
onel George L. Schuyler to Europe as his special agent with 
$2,000,000 for the purchase of arms. 50 By that time, most 
of the first class arms had been bought up by the Confeder-
acy or other buyers, and prices for what were left had soared.51 
But in spite of such difficulties, and in spite of poor sup-
port from the War Department, the President's agent sent 
back about a hundred thousand Austrian and Saxon rifles, 
fifteen thousand Enfields, and more than four thousand Vin-
cannes rifles, as well as thousands of sabres and revolvers 
and ten thousand cavalry carb1nes. 52 
49Thomas, Lincoln, PP• 271-272. 
50official Records, series 3, I, 702. 
5lMeneely, War Department, P• 286. 
52ord. Off., "Purchases of Ordnance", P• 216. 
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In December, 1861, Thurlow Weed wrote his .Albany ~­
ing Journal from Paris: nThe knowledge that our government 
needed arms has sharpened the cupidity and wits of all who 
deal in them •••• Europe abounds with inferior, discarded 
muske.ts, while new and reliable arms, in hand, are only ob-
tained from government arsenals, and that, of course, with 
great difficulty. tt 53 Somehow a great many of those "inr·er-
ior, discarded muskets" found their way into the hands of 
resentful Union troops. Lincoln was not free from the press-
ure of speculators in such worthless arms. The President's 
secretary, Stoddard, wrote, for example, of a musket re-
jected by the Austrians, but brought to the White House 
ttto be a speculation for somebody, if the agent who repres-
ents a shipload like it can induce the President to farce 
an unwilling Ordnance Bureau to buy them."54 There was one, 
though only one case in which the President did indeed "force 
an unwilling Ordnance Bureaun to buy certain foreign arms. 
That was the case of Solomon Dingee and Company. 
In October, 1861, a mysterious gentleman called at the 
lodgings of Major Philip v. Hagner, commander of the New 
York Arsenal. Hagner's caller had a story about certain 
Austrian arms offered to the government, which were to equal 
53Quoted in Boston Transcript, Dec. 24, 1861. 
54stoddard, Inside the White House, PP• 40-41. 
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British Enfields. Hagner knew nothing o:f them. The gentle-
man called again several times, expecting Hagner to have 
received instructions about the arms. At last, on October 
26, Hagner got word from Assistant Secretary of War ~homas 
.L 
A. Scott about an offer of such arms by Solomon Dingee and 
~ompany of New York. The War Department was still desperate 
after arms. Dingee's prices were high, but Scott thought 
Hagner ought to secure deliveries to December 31, 11 if e-qual 
to Enfields." . · ~ The mysterious caller troubled Hagner no more; 
curiously enough Dingee said later he had never heard of 
the man. Hagner wanted to wait for a sample arm, but Scott 
grew peremptory about the deal. "Did you buy1 11 he wired 
on October 31, 11we need the guns immediately." "Every one 
seemed to be expecting me to act, 11 Hagner l ater remarked 
plaintively. So on November 5, he ordered 53,500 Austrian-
made .58 caliber Enfields from Dingee, at $19.00 each - not 
a bad price just then for Enfields. Dates and amounts of 
the shipments from Europe, the last to be on Febenary 16, 
1862, were made part of the con tract. "This contract, 11 
said Hagner afterwards, "was sanctioned by the Pre.sident, 
Secretary of War, and General McClellan." 
Trouble began aLmost immediately. Included in the first 
delivery, November 20, 1861, were 
arms of various calibres arrl weight of barrels, 
not finished at a~l like the Enfield rifles; 
with locks of rough workmanship, and many of 
old styles patched to fill up old holes and 
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mortices; stocks of white wood instead of wal-
nut, and the barrels of those of .58 calibre about 
3/4 of a pomnd too light, having been reamed out 
to .58, though externally the same as the .54 
calibre. 
Hagner therefore withdrew his acceptance of the order. 
But after heated protests from Dingee, and after discov-
ering that the substandard arms were not, after all, un-
serviceable, Hagner agreed to take about two thousand ar 
them at prevailing prices for such anna, ranging from 
$16.15 to $18.00. 
On the day after Hagner's offer to Dingee of December 
16, 1861, McClellan's chief ordnance officer, Kingsbury, 
wrote in his chief's name to urge acceptance of the Dingee 
arms. "Entire regiments and brigades of this army ought 
to be re-armed at once," he insisted, 11and all the avail ... 
able serviceable arms in the country should be sent hither 
immediately." At last President Lincoln looked over the 
papers in the case and made the decision. Guns conforming 
to the contract were to be taken at the agreed price of 
$19.00. The others were to be taken also, but at prices 
set by an ordnance officer to be designated by Ripley. Lin-
coln's decision was handed down on January 10, 1862. Three 
days later Hagner and Dingee agreed that Hagner's price 
schedule of December 16 should apply to the substandard 
arms. 55 
5537th Gong., 2d Seas., Senate, Exec. Doc. 72, PP• 105-108, 
110, 113•114; 37th Gong., 2d Seas., House, Exec. Doc. 67, 
PP• 120-126, 130. 
Then, in March, 1862, a complication arose. Hagner 
had been summoned from his New York post to serve on a 
three-man commission investigating all arms contracts. 
Between 42,000 and 45,000 of the Dingee arms had arrived; 
but only 8000 or 9000 were inspected, taken by the govern-
ment, . and so beyond the scope of the commission's decision. 
On March 28, 1862, the commission reaffirmed the decision 
made by Lincoln on January 10: that all of the Dingee guns 
which confo~med to the contract be taken at $19.00, and 
the rest 11at such rate as the ordnance officer may judge 
to be the true value." But the "ordnance officer" was now 
Captain Silas Crispin, not Major Peter V. Hagner, and Captain 
Crispin had his own interpretation of the commission's 
decision • . He maintained that the Hagner-Dingee price sched-
ule of December and January applied only to those arms then 
in question, and that succeeding substandard arms ~hould 
be taken only at currently prevailing prices. 
Dingee furiously charged Crispin with flouting the 
President's authority, and the embattled ar.ms dealer shrewd-
ly hired Oliver s. Halsted, Jr. - the "Pet" Halsted already 
mentioned- to plead his case with the President. Halsted's 
effectiveness became immediately apparent. He wrote out 
his views on the dispute, which Ripley sent to the Secretary 
of War with an endorsement supporting Crispin. Lincoln ' 
read over the opposing statements and on April 15 endorsed 
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them with a question which showed his leanings: "What rea-
son is there that the ~ppraisement made by Major Hagner 
and adopted and acted upon by Captain Crispin should not 
stand, so far as it went? 11 
Lincoln's implication surprised and wounded the com-
mission. "If in this interpretation of your words, we 
have been mistaken," they wrote the President, "we shall be 
happy at yoursuggestion to make the proper correction." 
But it was plain that if they had to give in to Halsted and 
Dingee they would .!!Q! be happy. "If anything more than 
the reasonable value of the inferior guns is allowed," 
the commission warned Lincoln, 11it will hold out -to parties 
a continual inducement to violate their contracts, and to 
disappoint the just expectations of the governaent." 
Despite such grumblings, Halsted won the day for his 
client. The Newark lawyer showed up triumphantly at 
the Ordnance Office with the President's final word, dated 
on the first anniversary of Ripley's appointment: 
Executive Mansion, Washington, April 23, 1862. 
It is said that in the case of the contract of 
s. Dingee & Co. in relation to arms a dispute has 
arisen as to the proper construction of a clause in 
an order signed by me, which clause is in these 
words: "and all not conforming thereto" (the con-
tract) be appraised by the ordnance officer at New 
York, and received at such price as he may deter-
mine." 
This order was prepared with reference to a def• 
inite number of arms expected to be delivered with-
in a definite time, and not in reference to an !g-
definite number to be delivered in an indefinite 
~· I certainly did not expect that under the 
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clause in question a lot of guns would be appraised 
at one price at one time, and another lot of 
p~ecisely the same quality appraised at different 
prices at another time. I expected that when under 
the clause the price of a particular quality of gun 
· was fixed it would stand throughout the transaction, 
neither going down or up. I still think this is the just construction. 
A. LINCOLN 
That settled the question of price, but Lincoln was 
not yet through being troubled about the Dingee contract. 
Some of the arms had arrived after the dates specified in 
the original contract, and Crispin rejected them on those 
grounds. Halsted again took the field for Dingee, and in 
June, 1862, wrote an interesting letter to General Ripley: 
The whole matter has been forced several times 
before the President upon mere captious points 
taken by Major Hagner, or through the ordnance 
officer at New York. Upon each occasion the 
President, after a full examination, having ex-
pressed his decided disapprobation of the manifest 
effort to evade or avoid a fair contract on immat-
erial grounds, w1 th the declaration that he ltwant-
ed substantial justice done," unifommly decided in 
favor of the contractors, waving all such merely 
technical objections •••• This is one of that class 
of futile oojections which I do know was intended 
to be forborne and overcome by the President as 
being ••• immaterial ••• unjust, and ••• unbecoming ••• 
[to the governmen~ " 
Halsted suggested to Ripley that Enfields be accepted in 
lieu of the delayed arms, if the latter were not acceptee. 
Then he exhibited his remarkable self-assurance in dealing 
with President Lincoln. 11 Should it be deemed necessary to 
see the President again," he wrote with the ring of a threat, 
ni will cheerfully accompany the general, or get the Pres-
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ident to make an appointment to see us together at an 
early day." There is something odd about a contractor's 
lawyer telling the Chief of Ordnance what he is going to 
11get the President" to do. Evidently Halsted's powers 
were not put to the test, fo r the commission agreed to 
take Enfields in lieu of the three thousand delayed arms 
at New York, though to no greater extent.56 
According to Ordnance Office records, Dingee and 
Company were paid in all during the war the sum of $385, 
947.37. 57 If the figure iB correct, Dingee sold the gov-
ernment less than half the number of arms he had first 
contracted for. 
The Dingee arms were a great deal better than some 
other high-bought sweepings of Europe - --: tha't Ripley had 
to issue before 1861 was out. He sent such worthless guns 
to Governor Morton of Indiana - one of his most industri-
ous tormenters , - to Governor Tod of Ohio, and to Governor 
Gamble of Missouri. Those sent to qamble were reported 
to have caused 11 sad accidents", presumably facial disfigure-
ments.58 Lincoln heard about such arms in October, 1862, 
from the colonel of an Illinois regiment. Colonel Fox's 
men were all from Morgan County, Sangamon's neighbor on the 
west. "Very many of them," wrote the Colonel, ttare old per-
5637th Cong., 2d Sess., Senate, Exec. Doc. 72, pp. 105, 
108-110, 114-119. Lincoln's no~ of April 23 is on P• 116. 
57t•summary of Ordnance ••• purchased ••• ", loose sheet in 
Nat. Arch., Ord. Off., "Purchases of Ordnance. 11 -
58MacDougall, 11Federal Ordnance Bureau 11 , p. 152. 
sonal acquaintances of yours and who love and respect 
you, and have always been your firm and true friends." 
And the Colonel went on: 
the Guns with which we are supplied am entirely 
useless, they are what is termed the Austrian 
Rifle Musket, evidently from their Manufacture 
were intended for sale but not for use, we have 
720 of them, and not more than one half of them 
can be discharged. I have applied to Genl 
Ketcham, the Ordinance officer for the state of 
Illinois, and he informed me that he issued such 
Guns as were provided by Government.59 
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Colonel Fox's prQ~t was written just after a sudden acute 
arms shortage in September, 1862, had forced the government 
to buy about 90,000 foreign arms. Save for that temporary 
expedient, no more foreign arms were ordered after January, 
1862, though many of those already bought lingered in back-
waters of the Union Army till late in the war. 60 "I ask 
in all candor," wrote a West Virginian cavalry commander 
in 1864, nis it any wonder the men feel sore over these 
things and refuse to re-enlist ••• who ever heard of cavalry, 
serving on foot, ••• and with Belgium Rifles, too?"61 
Lincoln's intercession in the allotment of arms to 
troops was confined to the year 1861, when arms were still 
so scarce as to raise questions of policy in their distrib-
ution. If the President ever took time to estimate his 
59ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1862, WD 1781. 
60MacDougall, "Federal Ordnance Bureau••, PP• 161, 175. 
61col. Joseph Snider to Col. Joseph Darr, Jan. 26, 1864, 
Nat. Arch., Adjutant General's Office, Regimental Papers, 
4th w. Va. Cavalry. 
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success along those lines, he should have been rather 
pleased with himself. His aid to KentuCky loyalists paid 
off handsomely; yet he never lost sight of the whole pict-
ure. He put in a word for Colorado Territory as willingly 
as for Illinois. 62 And his role in calming the fury of 
Indiana's Governor Morton, if it contributed little direct-
ly toward the prosecution of the war, •hould at least have 
earned the gratitude of the oft berated Chief of Ordnance. 
In the matter of foreign arms purchases, Lincoln's role 
is harder to evaluate. If he lagged - for once - behind 
his Chief of Ordnance in recognizing the realities of the 
situation, he certainly surpass:. ed his Secretary of War in 
the same respect. Some historians have assumed that his 
part in sending George Schuyler on his purchasing mission 
was a purely formal one; yet both Secretary Cameron in his 
Annual Re~ and the Ordnance Office in its accounts imply 
that his responsibility was the major one. 6~he Dingee case 
was a tangled one; yet in Lincoln's phrase it seems that 
ttsubstantial justice" was done, and the contested arms them-
selves were better than many that were purchased at the time. 
In the last analysis, it cannot be denied that the Union 
cause. would have fared worse in 1861 had President Lincoln 
kept aloof from the Ordnance Office. 
62por Colorado, see Lincoln, Works, IV, 536; for Illinois, 
see Ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, VID1802. 
63Meneely, War Department, p. 286; Official Records, series 3, 
I, 702; Ord. Off., "Purchases of Ordnance", p. 216. 
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CHAPTER XI 
LINCOLN AND THE BREECHLOADERS, 1861 
Historians of the Civil War have generally ignored or 
overlooked one o£ the basic documents o£ the struggle, a 
document with the ring o£ a mani£esto, which crystallized 
one o£ the war's most far-reaching decisions. No battle 
a£ter Gettysburg, no general after Meade had more probable 
e£fect on the duration and the eost o£ the war; and from 
it, as £rom all historic decisions, have since flowed im-
measurable consequences. The document in question was the 
one in which Colonel James w. Ripley, Chie£ of Ordnance, 
set forth his unalterable views on military inventions 1n 
general and small ar.ms inventions in particular. Here are 
some significant extracts: 
Notes on subject o£ contracting for small-arms. 
A great evil now specially prevalent in re-
gard to arms for the military service is the vast 
variety of the new inventions, each having, of 
course, its advocates, insisting upon the super• 
iority of his £avor1te arm over all others and urg-
ing its adoption by the Government. 
The in£luence thus exercised has already intro-
duced into the service many kinds and calibers of 
ar.ms, some, in my opinion, unfit for use as mill• 
tary weapons, and none as good as the u. s. musket, 
producing confusion in the manufacture, the issue, 
and the use of ammunition, and very injurious to 
the efficiency of troops. This evil can only be 
stopped by positively refusing to answer any requis-
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' itions for or propositions to sell new and untried 
arms, and steadily adhering to the rule of uniformity 
of arms for all troops of the same kind, such as 
cavalry, artillery, infantry •••• All who seek these 
contracts want orders for large quantities of arms, 
which I consider it certain they will not be able 
to deliver under many years' time, not probably 
until the present demand for them is over •••• l 
And on the following Monday, June 17J,. 1861, Ripley extend-
ed his position beyond purchases to arms already in use: 
One of the greatest evils that can befall the 
military service, is the introduction of arms 
of different kinds and calibres, requiring 
varieties of ammunition •••• It is very important, 
in my opinion, that the issue of "fancy" arms 
to u. s. troops should be prohibited, and that 
those now in the hands of such troops should be 
exchanged for others of the regular kind and 
calibre. 
This last was endorsed: 
Head Quarters Army, 
Washington, June 17, 1861, 
The General-in-Chief approves the views of 
the Colonel of Ordnance within expressed. 
Approved 
Simon Cameron 
Sec'y of War2 
E D Townsend 
Asst. Adj't Genl. 
There was something to be said for Ripley's point of 
view; it was, in fact, endorsed by the arms contract com-
mission of 1862. 3 A horrible example of what Ripley dread-
ed was an urgent call from the Army of the Potomac,just 
after the disaster at Second Bull Run, for small arms am-
1official Records, series 3, I, 264. 
2ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, WD708. 
337th Gang., 2d Seas., Senate, Exec. Doc. 72, P• 9. 
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munition of six different calibers to supply ar.ms of 
eleven varieties.4 There was also a positive gain from 
Ripley's policies. In applying them, Ripley insisted on 
interchangeable parts, a requirement which did much to set 
American industry on its path to world preiminence.5 
The tragedy of Ripley's stand was that it denied to 
Union infantry the use of an efficient breech-loading rifle. 
The Rifle and Infantry Tactics of William Hardee (whiCh 
Captain Ben~t was said to have translated from the French) 
spelled out for the recruit how he was to load a musket. 
Here is a summary of what the recruit was told to do: 
Take the cartridge from the cartridge box w.1th the right 
hand. 
Grasp the cartridge between thumb and fingers and tear 
it open with the teeth. 
Empty the powder into the barrel. 
Disengage the ball from the paper with the right hand 
and the thumb and two fingers of the left. 
Insert the ball into the bore, point up, and press it 
down w1 th the right thumb. 
Seize the head of the rammer with the thumb and fore-
finger of the right hand. Half draw the rammer. Steady it 
4Qffic1al Records, series ~' XIII, i11, 767-768. 
5Ibid., series 3, I, 278-279. 
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with the left thumb while grasping it again with the 
right hand. Clear the rammer. 
Place the head of the rammer on the ball. 
Push the rammer down. Steady it with the left thumb. 
Seize the rammer at the gmall end with the right thumb and 
fore-finger. Press the ball home. 
Draw the rammer half-way out. Steady it with the 
left thu.-rnb. Srasp 1:b :~)near the muzzle w1 th tb. e right hand. 
Clear the rammer from tne bore. 
Insert the rmnmer in its tube and press it half-way 
home. Force the rammer home. 
To prime the piece, raise it. Half cock it. Remove 
the old cap with the right band. With the same hand take 
a cap from the pouch, place it on the nipple, and press it 
down with the thumb. 
Cock the gun with the right thumb. 
Aim and fire.5 
A soldier with steady nerves and long practice could 
get through those operations in half a minute. But amid 
the acrid, swirling battle smoke, the shrieking of shells, 
the whining of bullets, the screams of dying men, the yells 
of a charging enemy, not many did so well. If, as often 
happened, the soldier fired off his ramrod, he was hors de 
5w. J. Hardee, Rifle and Infantry Tactics (2 vola., 
Mobile, Ala., 1863), I, 36-41. 
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combat until he found another. Or if by one of several 
mischances his rifle failed to go off, he was very apt 
in the heat of battle to ram several charges down one after 
another before he noticed the difficulty. 
Still it was a tolerable, if distasteful situation 
so long as one knew the enemy labored under the same draw-
backs, and so long as those drawbacks seemed foreordained. 
But there was nothing foreoodained in 1861 about the use 
of muzzle-loading rifles, for the breech-loading rifle had 
reached a stage of development that made it quite practi• 
cable for military use. There was, to choose as an example 
one of the best known, the rifle patented in 1848 by Christ-
ian Sharps. The Sharps action was simple: a vertically 
sliding breech block worked by a lever under the gun. It 
used paper cartridges, not metal, which permitted the use 
of standard ammunition; and though it had at first eufferad 
from the defect common to all breech-loaders using paper 
cartridges, excessive escape of gas from the breech, a gas 
check had been developed for it before the Civil War effect• 
ively removed that disability. It could be loaded by simply 
pulling down the lever, inserting a cartridge, and pushing 
the lever up again. It could easily be fired eight or ten 
times a minute and w.1th as much range and accuracy as the 
6 regulation muzzle-loader. 
6Winston o. Smith, The Sharps Rifle (New York, 1943), 
PP• 3, 6, 51, 102. 
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The Army could not plead ignorance of the Sharps. 
As early as November, 1850, an Ar.my Ordnance Board had 
tried it and had delivered a highly favorable report. 
At intervals during the fifties, Sharps carbines using 
the same action saw service in the West with the First 
United States Dragoons.7 Captain J. H. Whittlesey of ComM 
pany B, for example, reported early in 1861 to Captain 
Maynadier of the Ordnance Office that the Sharps carbines 
in his company were "considered exceedingly efficient. n8 
If Captain Whittlesey be deemed obscure, there was the 
national fame won by Sharps rifles in the struggle for 
Kansas, where they acquired the nickname of "Beecher's 
Bibles," perhaps because Henry Ward Beecher, Brooklyn's 
most famous preacher, saw "more moral power in one of those 
instruments so far as the slave-holders were concerned than 
in a hundred Bibles. 119 
The overwhelming evidence of combat, from Yorktown in 
1862 to Selma, Alabama, in .1865, bears out the postwar 
opinion of a Confederate general: "There is reason to be• 
lieve that had the Federal infantry been armed from the 
first with even the breech-loaders available in 1861 the 
war would have been terminated within a year."1° Certainly 
7 Smith, Sharps Rifle, pp. 8, 9, 11. 8 w.nittlesey to Maynadier, Jan. 23, 1861, Ord. Off., Letters 
Re§'d, 1861, Wl36. 
Smith, Sharps Rifle, p. 16. 
lOE. P. Alexander, Military ~emoirs of a Confederate 
(New York, 1907), p. 53. 
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most of the reasons alleged against breech-loaders by 
Ripley and most other old Ar.my men seem wholly captious 
against the Sharps. The diversity-of-ammunition argument 
fails against the regulation paper cartridges that could 
be used with reasonable efficiency by it. The argument 
that increased ease and rapidity of fire would impair 
marksmanship and waste ammunition is self-evident nonsense. 
As for marksmanship, let the reader consider with which gun 
his nerves would be steadier in battle - a muzzle-loader or 
a breech-loader. 11At a distance which the rifled Spring-
field could not reach," said an impartial Union general of 
the Sharps in battle, tttheir deadly balls struck the mark 
almost w1 th certainty. ttll As for expenditure of ammunition, 
that would seem, it effective, to be a measure of success 
in warfare; the best way to save ammunition in wartime is 
to surrender unconditionally. It was said that breech-load-
ers were inherently too delicate to be used in military 
campaigning; but after two and a halt years of bard fight-
ing w1 th Sharps rifles, a. Vermonter wrote 0£-. .ll.is comrades 
11 i!eluctantly :tumd;gg in their trust)' rifles, to which they 
had became attached by long companionship in many scenes of 
danger and death'' - the rifles being turned in only because 
12 the men's enlistments were up. 
llRegis De Trobriand, Four Years with the Army of the 
Potomac (Boston, 1889), P• 539. 
12William Y. w. Ripley, Vermont Riflemen in the War for 
the Union, 1861 to 1865 (Rutland, Vt., 1883), P• 199. 
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It was true, as Ripley vigorously pointed out, that 
breech-loaders were costly. In June, 1861, General Ben-
jamin Butler ordered several hundred Sharps rifles on his 
own responsibility at $40.25 each, thereby stirring up a 
fuss with the O~dnance Department that dragged on until tbe 
following year. 13 By the end of 1864, Sharps could be had 
for $36.00, but even that was near1y twice what was paid 
for Springfield muzzle-loading rifles.l4 But since the 
Sharps could deliver four or five times the fire power of 
Springfields, it may well be asked if they were not worth 
the price. 
The most cogent of Ripley's arguments against breech-
loaders was that they could not be made fast enough. As will 
be seen, even the small orders given for breech-loaders 
were seldom delivered on schedule. Yet the same fact was 
equally true of orders for muzzle-loaders. The Sharps 
rifles, like most good breech-loaders by that time, were 
made with interchangeable parts.15 Subcontracting for small-arms 
parts by makers of solar compasses, of rules and levels, 
of bells, of sewing-machines, and other items, was a wide-
spread and established practice during the Civil War.16 
Without such subcontracts, the small-ar.ms industry would 
13Recapitulations of the tangled story at various stages 
may be found in Ripley to Butler, Oct. 17, 1861, Ord. Off., 
Misc. Letters Sent, and in Ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec'd, 
1861, B787, B986e 
llord. Off., "Purchases by Contract, 1861 to 1867", p. 74. 
15Sm.ith, Sharps Rifle, P• 5. 
16neyrup, Arms Makers, P• 181. 
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have been strangled by bottlenecks. It may be said then 
that after the initial conversion, the substitution of 
breech-loading rifles for muzzle-loaders could have been 
accomplished by increasing subcontracts to provide the ex• 
tra parts, rather than by cutting down overall1production 
of ar.ms. 
The rub lies in the risk of that initial conversion. 
It is that factor which makes it difficult to condemn Rip-
ley's policy categorically. Knowing the date of Appomattox, 
it is easy to show that a vigorous effort toward breech-
loader conversion at the start of the war would have shortw 
ened the conflict by between twelve and eighteen months. 
But no one in 1861 knew the date of Lee's surrender. Nor 
was there any way to know that the delay attendant upon a 
major ar.ms conversion in the midst of war misPt not actually 
lengthen the conflict - might not, in fact, lose for the 
Union some unique opportunity for a quick victory. 
Sympathy for Ripley is rather dulled by lack of evidence 
that he ever faced the dilemma or ever bad the slightest 
thought for the possibility of adopting breech-loaders. If 
he did face the dilemma and make a conscious choice, there 
is much to be said for a policy of adherence to the decision 
at all odds and by all means. The specious but hollow 
arguments wnich Ripley used against breech-loaders could, 
by that view, be laid rather to sophistry than stupidity. 
There were times when the old man showed himself capable of 
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such sophistry. But the inner workings of Ripley's 
mind, must, it would seem, remain a matter of speculation. 
If one must search out the ultimate and unredeemed 
culprit in the case, he would be found flourishing in the 
years just before the war. Then, no fear of conversion 
blocked the way to the adoption of breech-loaders, while 
the arguments in favor of conversion were just as strong. 
Perhaps the blame must be placed on the slothful, contrary 
old Chief of Ordnance Henry Craig. In this respect, curious-
ly enough, that tarnished Virginian gentleman John B. Floyd, 
then Secretary of War, stood on the side of the angels. As 
early as 1857 and as late as 1860 Secretary Floyd made an 
earnest plea for the adoption of breech-loading rifles by 
the United States Ar.my.l7 But it is the time of Abraham 
Lincoln 1 a Presidency w1 th which this study is concerned, 
and more particularly the role which Lincoln played in the 
controversy. 
Lincoln, as an inventor's agent remarked in a letter 
to him, was "not entirely a novice in such rna tters. 1118 
Acquaintance w.ith firearms followed inevitably on such a 
childhood as Lincoln had known, in half-t~1ed country where 
game was both plentiful and welcome. Seven-year-old Abra• 
ham Lincoln, armed with a rifle that must have been longer 
17John B. Floyd to James Buchanan, Dec. 5, 1857, Nat. 
Arch., Sec. War's Off., Letters to the President; Claud E. 
Fuller, The Breech-loader In the Sertice (Topeka, Kans., 1930), 
P• ~7. 
1 Ord. Off., "Inv.", class lc, #307. 
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than he was, fired through a crack of his Indiana cabin 
and killed a wild turkey outside; he never after pulled a 
trigger on any larger game. 19 That is not to say that he 
ceased to use a gun. In the days of the Black Hawk War, 
some sixteen years later, young Captain A. Lincoln wrote 
that he had 
Received April 28, 1832, for the use of the Sang-
amen County company under my command, thirty 
muskets, bayonets, screws, and wipers~ which I 
oblige myself to return upon demand.2u · 
As President, Lincoln enjoyed the use of his own prov-
ing grounds for small arms. It lay in what was called the 
President's Park, the grounds lying between the south 
front of the Wh1 te House and the abandoned city canal .. 
the ttTiber" - as it widened into a sort of funnel-shaped 
lagoon before joining the Potomac. The southern half of 
the President's Park was a humpy stretch of weeds, grass, 
and gravel, enclosed in a wooden fence about shoulder high, 
and containing by way of im~ovements a clump of wooden 
sheds and stables near each of its north corners. Close 
to the fence along the east, west, and south sides ran a 
fringe of trees; but the central area of the plot was 
largely bare, except for one or two small huts, like those 
of watchmen, a big woodpile, and a half-mile race track. 
On the other side of the canal stretched the muddy grounds 
19Lincoln, Works, 1I1 '12 . 20 T" ~., ~)q• 
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of the unfinished Washington Monument down to the Potomac, 
and over them ranged scores of cattle pastured there by 
the Army. The beasts moved obliviously about a macabre 
reminder of their raison d 1 etre - a government slaughter-
house close by the monument. On occasion, Lincoln would 
walk or drive all the way down to the river itself to try 
out a new gun, but usually he walked down into the fenced-
in lot between the White House lawn and the canal, and fix-
ed his target to the big woodpile to the east of the lot's 
center. Then he would pace off a few score feet, take aim, 
and commence firing.21 
Lincoln liked to have someone with hLm on these ex-
cursions. He usually looked for a certain Ordnance Office 
messenger; but if that gentleman could not be found at the 
moment, the President would detach some other likely indiv• 
idual from whatever duties then occupied him. 22 Lincoln 
took young William o. Stoddard in tow one clear,still, 
beautiful morning in the summer of 1861, and the pair 
strolled down to the lot, Lincoln with a Spencer repeating 
rifle and Stoddard with a Springfield converted to a breech• 
loader. On the way down they discussed the breech-loader 
question. Lincoln heartily favored breech-loaders, but -
21Leech, Reveille in Washington, pp. 7, 71, 83; Stoddard, 
Inside the White House, pp. 41-42; Stoddard, Lincoln and 
Johnson, p. 223; Brady photograph of the lot during the war, 
Nat. Arch., Office of Chief Signal Officer, B-5147; Robert 
w. McBride, Personal Recollections of Abraham Lincoln 
(I~~ianapolis, 1926), PP• 27-28. 
Tarbell, Lincoln, III, 96-97. 
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remembered Stoddard - 11 the Bureau officials are against 
him. H23 
Stoddard remarked: "General Ripley says, Mr. Lincoln, 
that men enough can be killed with the old smooth-bore and 
the old cartridges, a ball and three buckshot." 
Lincoln showed that he appreciated tactical realities 
better than Ripley seemed to in that respect. "Just so," 
he replied. "But our folks are not getting near enough to 
the enemy to do any good with them just now. We • ve got 
to get guns that'll carry further." 
Down at the lot, they chose a board leaning against 
the big woodpile as their target and commenced banging 
away at it. The firing of guns had been banned in the Cap-
ital that May, and so a four or five man detail presently 
charged up, led by a non-com who shouted between curses, 
"Stop that firingL Stop that f1ring1" But when the un .. 
mistakable eminence of President Lincoln loomed up through 
the drifting smoke, the astounded gaardians of public tran-
quillity beat a hasty retreat. 11 \fell," said the President, 
looking after them, "they might have stayed and seen the 
shooting. " 24 
The converted Springfield carried by Stoddard, one at 
which Lincoln had been "looking closely", was probably that 
23stoddard, Inside the White House, p. 41; Stoddard, 
Lincoln and Johnson, P• 223. 
24Ibid., pp. 223-224; Stoddard, Inside the White House, 
pp. '42-44; Washington .§!!!:, May 9, 1861. 
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of Samuel w. Marsh - or 11 S. Wilmer Marsh", as he chose to 
sign himself under some morbid compulsion to display his 
middle name. Marsh's breech-loading attachment answered 
most of the arguments brougnt against breech-loaders. On 
the score of expense, Marsh was willing to sell his gun at 
$29.75 - later scal.ed down to $27.75 .. as against the usual 
price of $20.00 for a regulation Springfield.25 As for am• 
munition, the regulation .58 caliber paper cartridge could 
be used. And as a sort of insurance against total loss 
under any circumstances, a simple and rapid operation 
would convert the breech-loader back into a muzzle-loader 
on the field, thus answering objections to the possibility 
of failure in the breech mechanism. The essential feature 
of the gun was a breech plug or belt hinged to the upper 
edge of the breech. By pressing the trigger forward, the 
plug would be thrown up so that the cartridge uould be in-
serted into the breech; the breech plug was then brought 
back with a blow of the hand and held in place by a steel 
pin. A double ring of steel, expanded by a steel cone which 
entered it, served as an effective gas check. 26 
In May, 1861, Marsh's patent had come into the possess-
ion of a Virginian named Robert H. Gallaher, whose father 
had for many years represented the Harper's Ferry district 
25ord. Off., 11 Inv.", class 6, #526. 
26ord. Off., "Exp.", class 6, #302. 
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in the Virginia legislature.27 Whether Gallaher brought 
capital to the enterprise is not clear, but he certainly 
brought enterprise to the Capital. From the colonel of 
an embryo regiment, for example, he secured a glowing 
testimonial: "If I should be so fortunate as to have my 
Regt mustered into the service I would endeavour ardently 
and earnestly to be furnished with this new ar.m of Mr Marsh. 
A Mini~ rifled musket w.1th Marshes patent breach would be 
perfection in fire arms. 1128 Gallab;er's most inspired gam-
bit was to approach Lincoln by way of the President's con-
cern for Kentucky and ~ennessee. The resourceful Virginian 
showed the Marsh gun to Andrew Johnson, that fiercely loy-
~ al Senator from Tennessee, and to Emerson Etheridge, ex-
\ 
Congressman fran the same state, who had an "eccentric and 
indomitable genius for politics. 11 29 Quite possibly it was 
through Johnson and Etheridge that Lincoln became interest-
ed in the gun. 
The President examined the converted muzzle-loader 
brought to Washington by Marsh and Gallaher, and was so 
favorably impressed that he ordered Ripley to have it test• 
ed. Ripley sent the gun up to West Point for Lieutenant 
stephen v. Benbt to try. Meanwhile Etheridge urged Galla• 
27ord. Off., "Inv.", class 6, #526; 37th Oong., 2d Sess., 
Senate, Exec. Doc. 72, P• 256. ~eord. Off., Letters Rec 1d, 1861, WD1177. 
29Idem.; Samuel s. Cox, Three Decades of Federal Legis-
lation-TProvidence, R. I., 1885), P• 74. 
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her on. "You will I trust, 11 he wrote, "urge upon the Pres-
ident the necessity of furnishing to the loyal people of 
Tennessee and Kentucky as many of Marsh's gun as can poss-
ibly be supplied.n30 
In appraising inventions, Ben~t was as sanguine as 
Ripley was sour. The young officer's report of August 24, 
1861, made pleasant reading for Marsh and Gallaher. Try-
ing the gun for speed, Ben~t gpt off ten rounds in one 
minute and fifty seconds - about three times as fast as 
an experienced man with a muzzle-loader. A total of 121 
shots were fired, forty-four of them being with the common 
paper cartridge and seventy-seven with the Enfield skin cart-
ridge. Such fouling as occurred in the gas check and breech 
after a considerable number of shots was easily cleaned 
off with a rag or a moistened finger. Escape of gas did 
not prove harmful enough to draw criticism from Ben~t. The 
Lieutenant's conclusions were warm in praise of the device, 
even though, as he pointed out, the actual arm used was 
old and obviously worn from repeated demonstrations. Ben~t 
thought the mechanism simple, strong, and not easily de• 
ranged, and the gun to be generally of 11 great merit."31 
Gallaher wasted no time in seeking an order. Two days 
after Ben~t's report, Gallaher wrote Secretary Cameron offer-
~01ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, ~~1177. o.~ Ord. Off., 11Exp.", class 6, #302. 
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ing to make 1000 of the Marsh guns in sixty day a and 
4000 to 5000 a month thereafter.32 To lobby for him, Gall-
aher shrewdly hired Richard W. Thompson of Indiana, who had 
known Lincoln since the two men were fellow members of the 
House in the l840 1 a. 33 "Col. R. w. Thompson is my friend," 
wrote Lincoln during the war, "whom I would be glad to 
have obliged in any way not inconsistent with the public 
interest.tt34 Few public men were so frequently attacked 
on ethical grounds as Richard w. Thompson; and few shared 
with him still another distinction, that of having smoked 
well over a third of a mdllion cigars after the age of 
35 . 
forty. As might have been expected, Thompson stood well 
with Simon Cameron. 36 The fabulous stogy-puffer had a pri-
vate conversation with Lincoln; but if Thompson's remin-
iscenees are to be credited, the President fended off the 
lobbyist with generalities about the war. 37 
Gallaher and Marsh waited two or three weeks for an 
answer to their offer, and then tried again with delivery 
times 80mewhat extended. On September 17, 1861, they offer-
ed 3000 arms in four months and 1000 a month thereafter up 
to a total of 25,000.38 Ripley spurned the proposition. 
Enough arms had already been ordered, he told them, and 
32
ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, WD1177. 
3337th Cong., 2d Seas., House, Exec. Doc. 67, P• 100; 
Richard w. Thompson, Recollections of Sixteen Presidents 
(2 vola., Indianapolis, 1994), II, 389. 
34 Lincoln, Works, VI, 259. 
3§ict. Am. Biog., XVIII, 468, "Richard Wigginton Thompson''· 3637th Cong., 2d Seas., House, Exec. Doc. 67, P• 101. 
37Thompson, Recollections, IIL 410-411. 
38ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1~61, WD512. 
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anyway, he ~aid, 11we do not want such arms as you offer.u39 
Then Lincoln intervened and ordered Secretary Cameron 
to accept Marsh's offer.40 The chagrined Chief of Ordnance 
came to heel and sent off the order on October 14, 1861.41 
Marsh accepted it immediately. 42 As his parting shot, 
Ripley slipped into the contract a stipulation that if any 
one delivery should be late, the entire contract would be 
cancelled. But after a protest from Marsh, Assistant Secee-
tary of War Scott testily ordered Ripley to grant Marsh 
the usual terms, which would cancel only the delivery in 
question. 4 3 A few days later the industrious Mr. Thompson 
got Gallaher a further order for 25,000 muzzle-loading 
Springfields. 44 
The Marsh-Gallaher contract of October, .1861, made at 
President Lincoln's direction, was the closest that Union 
authorities came before the end of 1864 to accepting a 
breech-loading rifle for large seal~ infantry use. 
One chilly, gray October day not long after Lincoln put 
through the Marsh breech-loader contract, the President 
walked down from the White House wtth Secretary of the 
Interior Caleb Smith and an inventor named w. B. Chace. 
~~37th Gong., 2d Sess., House, Jxec. Doc.97, P• 102. 
Ibid., P• 103; Ord. Of f., 11 Inv. 11 , class 6, #549. 
4l37th Gong., 2d Sess., House, Exec. Doc.97, P• 103. 
42ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, M577. 
43Ibid., W.O 1818, 1827, 1838. 
44ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1862, WD26. 
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Lincoln was painfully aware that most of the government's 
amoothwbore muskets were good for little more than drill, 
but this man Chace had a projectile, he claimed, that by 
some inventive stroke would make inferior muskets equal to 
the best. The chance that one or two hundred thousand 
inferior muskets could be reclaimed for duty was worth 
looking into, thought the President,who was ro perj>lexed 
and distressed by cries for arms. Down at the water's 
edge, the three men watched bullets strike spurts of white 
from the gray sUrface of the river as Chace fired first 
the regular round ball and then his own bul1et. 45 Lincoln 
was impressed and hopeful. Perhaps the Chace bullet would 
ease at least one of the problems which burdened him. 
Chace's informal demonstration was on Friday, October 
25, 1861; on the following Monday, Chace wrote the President 
to ask his help in getting an order. "I am aware," wrote 
the inventor, ttthat I ought to make application to the 
Ordnance Bureau, but the stereotyped reply af the Chief of 
that Bureau, •Hant got time,' will be certain to be given 
to any request for a Board of Examination for any purpose, 
even when ordered by the Hon. Secretary of War." And by 
implication, Lincoln showed that he agreed with the inventor. 
On Ghace's letter Lincoln wrote: 
I saw the projectile mentioned within, fired 
45The description of the weather is based on Met. Jour., 
Oct. _25, 1861. 
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alternately, with the ordinary round ball cart-
ridges, from the same smooth-bore musket, at the 
same elevation, and the projectile carried a full 
third, or more, farther upon the water of the 
Potomac than the round ball. I therefore believe 
it is worthy of a regular test -
Oct. 28. 1861 A. Lincoln46 
Aside from his habitual irritation at civilian inter-
terence, General Ripley seems to have experienced mortifi-
cation at this implied reprimand by the President. The 
Chief of Ordnance handed the letter to the clerk who re• 
corded incoming mail in the huge ••:aegi ster of Letters 
Received", stood over him while he recorded the date and 
the name of the sender, and then took the letter back be-
fore the clerk had a chance to copy the passage about how 
Ripley 11h 1 ant got time ~~ 47 Assistant Secretary Scott 
ordered Ripley to have the test made, "as d1 rected by the 
President"; and there seems to have been such a test.48 But 
the report is not to be found, nor do Ordnance Office8files 
say anything more about w. B. Chace or his bullet. 
The Marsh order was not the only instance in which Lin-
coln acted to ar.m Union infantry with breech-loading rifles. 
He also had a hand in so equipping one of the best known 
military organizations of the war- Berdan's United States 
Sharpshooters. 
46 
The story of the Chace bullet is derived from Ord. Off., 
t•rnv.", class 8, #158, which also has Lincoln's holograph 
endorsement (not in Lincoln, Works.) . 
47rn Ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, WD1711, a blank 
space occurs after the first sentence. A pencil notation on 
the margin says "Handed back to Gen Ripley without copying". 
4 8ord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , class 8, #158. 
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In June, 1861, a New York mechanical engineer named 
Hiram Berdan conceived the idea of enlisting a regiment 
of Sharpshooters. He wrote to Lincoln and Cameron, who 
referred h~ to General Scott. The crusty old warrior 
was favorably impressed by Berdan, an aggressive man in 
his middle thirties with a receding hairline and a droop-
ing mustache. Scott thought such a regiment 11 would be of 
great value ~'! and so Berdan's plans went forward.49 He must 
have pleased Ripley mightily at first. "I have concluded 
to take your suggestion," he wrote the old Chief of Ord .. 
nance on July 19, 1861, "& take a uniform weapon. I have 
tried the Springfield Rifle Musket & much prefer it to 
anything I have seen."50 
Lincoln began to take an interest in the Berdan pro-
ject. The President's endorsement on a letter to Governor 
Morgan of New York persuaded the latter to equip a New York 
company for Berdan's regiment. On July 21, as smoke, flame, 
and panic burst about Bull Run, Berdan wrote Lincoln from 
New York to ask a similar endorsement by the President for 
the Governor of New Jersey.51 Early in Sep,tember, Berdan 
was ordered to send his regiment forward. immediately and 
report to General McClellan for orders. 52 
49official Records, series 3, I, 270. 
g~ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1861, B418. 
Berdan to Lincoln, July 21, 1861, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
52official Records, series 3, I, 477. 
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Since he had written Ripley in such hearty praise of 
the Springfield rifle, Berdan had come round to the idea 
that breech-loading rifles would be better. Evidently the 
Chief of Ordnance had n6t received Berdan's change of 
heart with much enthlisia sm, for the rna. t ter came to Pre.,si-
dent Lincoln's attention. It was just at this time that 
Marsh, Gallaher, and Thompson were pressing for a breech-
loader contract, and so the President had been thoroughly 
exposed to the pro•breech-loader argument. But he had not 
yet made a final decision in Berdan's case. 
The Sharpshooters had scarcely been settled in camp 
before tales of their marksmanship began to appear in the 
newspapers and made the outfit a favorite with the swarms 
of visitors who improved the splendid September weather by 
touring the CapitaPs circling camps.53 A most distinguish-
ed party appeared at the Berdan camp one sultry afternoon 
at the very end of summer. 54 President Lincoln was one 
of the group, and with him were Secretaries Seward, Cameron, 
and Smith, Assistant Secretary of War Thomas A. Scott, the 
Prince de Joinville with his son and nephews, and a constell-
ation of generals, including McGlellan, McDowell, and Mans~ 
field. 55 After Lincoln had reviewed the troops, Berdan inw 
53soston Transcript, Sept. 11, 1861; Charles A. Stevens, 
Berdan's United States Shar shooters in the Arm of the 
Potomac, 1861 - 1865 St. Paul, Minn., 1892 , P• 9. 
54Heat and humidity are recorded in Met. Jour., Sept. 20, 1861. 55Boston Transcript, Sept. 21, 1861. 
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vi ted the party to the rifle-pits where shooting ·was going 
on. 56 More depended on the exhibition than a set of tar• 
get scores, as Berdan must have realized when he extended 
his invitation. A good showing might win the President over 
to breech-loaders. 
In the pits were a hundred sharpshooters armed with 
their own personal target rifles. Two canvas Zouaves were 
put up as targets; each man fired a shot; and when the tar-
gets were brought in, every shot proved to have struck home. 
McClellan and others borrowed rifles and tried their skill 
with varying success. Lincoln himself fired thre1e good shots 
w1 th a borrowed rifle, which he handled "like a ,leteran 
marksmantt to the delight of the crowd. Once he r•ested the 
gun on what he called a sapling and remarked: "Boys, this 
reminds me of old-time shooting." At this a cheer went up: 
from the spectators. 
For some reason, Assistant Secretary Scott b2Ld it in 
for the pushing Colonel Berdan. In a sneering ~nner, Scott 
asked Berdan what he knew about guns and war that he should 
set himself up against all these officials, and he challenged 
the Colonel to try his own skill, hoping perhaps that Berdan 
would either back down or make a bad shot out of nervousness. 
But Hiram Berdan was not one to shrink from such a challenge. 
56stevens, Berdan's Sharpshooters, pp. 9-11. 
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By many he was credited with being the best rifle shot 
in the country. He took up Scott's suggestion readily, 
and a target was set up, the full size figure of a man with 
"Jeff Davis" painted over the head. Berdan remarked that 
it seemed not exactly the thing to fire at "Jeff Davis" in 
the presence of the President of the United States. Lincoln 
laughed at the notion. 11 0h, Colonel," said he, "if you 
make a good shot it will serve him right. 11 So Jeff Davi:! 
waited in effigy at 600 yards while Berdan borrowed his 
sergeant-major's rifle. 
"Now you must fire standing," commented Scott, "for 
officers should not dirty their unifor.ms by getting into 
rifle pits. 11 
"You are right, Colonel Scott," answered Berdan, "I 
always fire from the shoulder." He stepped forward and 
raised his gun. 
"What point are you going to fire at'l 11 asked Scott. 
"The head, 11 replied Berdan, taking aim. 
"Fire at the right eye," shouted the Assistant Secretary 
as a final thrust. Berdan fired, and when the target was 
brought in, the pupil of its right eye had been cut out. 
Lincoln burst out laughing at the sight. The head 
might have been hit through skill, he knew, but chance 
alone at that range could put a bullet through the eye. 
Nevertheless, Lincoln enjoyed seeing Scott's taunts boom• 
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erang on their author, and the incident smoothed the way 
for what he may have intended to do all along. Still 
laughing, the President climbed into his carriage, settled 
himself, and then called back, "Colonel, come down tomorrow, 
and I will give you the order for the breech-loaders.u57 
Small arms manufacturers from all over the country 
and even from Europe flocked to Berdan's camp in Washington, 
appreciating the advantage of having their arms used by so 
well publicized a group. 58 General McClellan thought the 
Sharpshooters should have the Colt revolving rifle, built 
on the same principle as the famous Colt pistol, but Berdan's 
men themselves preferred the Sharps breech-loading rifle. 
At McClellan's behest, Ripley bought 1000 6olt rifles for 
Berdan's men at $45.00 each. 59 In the end, however, the 
popular will prevailed. On January 13, 1862, Assistant 
Secretary Scott had Ripley order 2000 Sharps rifles and 
bayonets at $42.50. 60 
The Marsh and the Sharps rifles were single-shot 
breech-loaders, the type which, according to Stoddard, 
Lincoln thought preferable.61 When the war began, however, 
two excellent magazine or repeating rifles came before the 
57stevens, Berdan's Sharpshooters, pp. 9-11; Berdan's 
prg!minence as a marksman is reported in Washington~~ June 4, 1 
Ripley, Vermont Riflemen, P• 12. 
59Idem., Ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, M701. 
60Thomas A. Scott to J. w. Ripley, Jan. 13, 1862, Ord. Off., 
Legfers Rec 1 d, 1862. 
Stoddard, Inside the White House, P• 41. 
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harassed functionaries in the Ordnance Department: the 
Henry and the Spencer. Compared to the arm which Ripley 
thought had no superior in the world, the Henry repeater 
was a marvel; but though Lincoln bad met its manufacturer, 
Oliver F. Winchester, on a trip to New England in 1860, 
the President played no evident part in Winchester's futile 
and embittered struggle to get an order from General Ripley.62 
Such was not the case w~th the Henry rifle's better known 
rival, the Spencer. Lincoln saw and tried few devices dur-
ing the war with more enjoyment than in the case of Christ• 
opher Spencer's magazine rifle. 
Spencer's rifle, like Henry's, used metallic cartridges, 
carrying seven in ita magazine to the Henry's fifteen; but 
whereas Hanry 1 s magazine ran along under the barrel, Spen-
cer's was contained in the butt. In both cases, however, 
rim-fire cartridges lay end to end in the loading tubes. 
The mechanism of the Spencer rifle was exceptionally ingen-
ious - perhaps that feature in itself appealed to Lincoln • 
but its operation was too involved to be described in a 
short space. Despite its intricacy, however, the mechanism 
worked well, did not tend to get out of order, and permitted 
the user to load by simply working a lever.63 
Dahlgren tried the Spencer rifle at the Navy Yard in 
62L1ncoln passed ttseveral hourstt in Winchester's shirt 
factory in New Haven (Ord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , class 6, #43d). 
6~at. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., uExam. of Inv.", III, 9-10. 
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June, 1861, and made an enthusiastic report on it. Only 
one out of 500 cartridges failed to fire, and that failure 
was apparently due rather to defective fulminate than to 
any fault in the mechanism. Rapidity of fire was limdt-
ed not by the mechanism, but by the heating of the barrel 
which became evident when seven shots were fired in ten 
seconds. But the gun was fired fourteen times a minute 
without difficulty, or about six or seven times as fast 
as a muzzle-loader could be fired. Without cleaning, the 
mechanism worked as well at the end of 500 rounds as it had 
at the start. Though the arm had been presented to him 
"merely for examination," wrote Dahlgren to the Chief of 
Naval Ordnance, it ttoperates so well that I am induced to 
bring it to your notice.n64 Dahlgren noted in his journal 
the next day that "the President often comes to see the 
:Yard, and treats me without reserve."65 Perhaps it was 
Dahlgren who introduced Lincoln to the Spencer rifle. 
Certainly Lincoln's acquaintance with the Spencer came 
to be a thorough one. He carried a Spencer on the morning 
he went shooting with Stoddard; and once during the war he 
even essayed his own improvement on the Spencer carbine. 
Conceiving that the sight might be bettered, the President 
took a pine stick and, as in his days as a patent lawyer, 
64Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., "Exam. of Inv.", III, 9-10. 
6~. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 336. 
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whittled his idea into being. Then he strode out or the 
White House and over to the Winder Building to look for 
the Ordnance Office messenger Who sometimes went shooting 
with him. But the building was almost empty, for evening 
was coming on. Up and down the gloomy hallway walked 
President Lincoln with a Spencer carbine. Peering into 
a deserted office, he muttered to himself: "I do wonder if 
they have gone already and left the building all alone.n 
At the sound of Lincoln's voice, a late working Navy 
Department clerk looked out into the hallway. 11 Good even-
ing," said Mr. Lincoln. "I was just looking for that Imn 
who goes shooting with me sometimes." 
"That man" having gone home, the clerk offered himself 
as a substitute, and so the pair walked back across Seven-
teenth Street and down to the President's personal prov~ 
ing grounds. Lincoln fixed up a target on the woodpile -
a sheet of white Congressional stationery, as the clerk re-
called it. Lincoln turned, paced off a few score feet, 
faced the target, and raised his carbine to a level. Taking 
quick aim, the tall marksman fired off seven shots in quick 
succession, all of them striking around the target and one 
near the center. The clerk and the President took a look 
at the results. 11 I believe I can make this gun shoot better," 
said Lincoln, taking his whittled sight out of his vest 
pocket and adjusting it on the carbine. Then he emptied 
the magazine, reloaded, and emptied it again. Of the four~ 
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teen shots, nearly a dozen hit the paper. 66 
In the early months of the war, the Henry and the 
Spencer rifles seemed to be associated in the official 
mind. A board of officers set up by General McClellan 
tested and praised both that fall; and under compulsion, 
General Ripley made an ill-tempered report on December 9, 
1861, which condemned both guns concurrently. 67 He object-
ed to their weight, their cost, and their special ammuni• 
tion, and he gravely wondered about "the effect on the 
spiral spring of long use and exposure in the field." He 
echoed his June manifesto against diversity of arms. And 
he used his talent for obfuscation in referring to orders 
already given for "nearly 73,000 breech-loading rifles and 
carbines." The fact was that almost all of the aforesaid 
breech-loaders, except those in the Marsh-Gallaher contract, 
were carbines; and a carbine is not an infantry ar.m. 68 
There was, however, one essential difference between 
the two guns: the Ordnance Department gave an order for 
Spencer rifles. On the day after Christmas, 1861, Secre-
tary Cameron had Ripley order 10,000 Spencer rifles. 69It 
is not clear why the Spencer rifle should have captivated 
Cameron, who seemed to pay less heed to new weapons than 
66Tarbell, Lincoln, III, 96-97. 
67ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1861, WD2021; Sci. Amer., 
Dec. 14, 1861; Official Records, series 3, I, 734. 
68Idem. 
69Ripley to Warren Fisher, Jr., Dec. 26, 1861, Ord. Off., 
Misc. Letters Sent. 
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some of his cabinet colleagues. One is tempted to see 
the hand of Abraham Lincoln in the affair, but there is 
no evidence to confirm the suspicion. The Spencer Com-
pany's treasurer, Warren Fisher, Jr., claimed later that 
our contract was obtained in the most direct 
and business-like manner, without the aid or 
intervention of any agent, attorney, or 'middle-
man', and that our company have not paid, and 
have not agreed to pay, a single dollar to any 
outside personj nor was congressional or pol-
itical influence used or evoked in ~ny manner, 
direct or indirect, near or remote. 0 
Perhaps Berdan was the lever that moved the War Depart• 
ment, inasmuch as some of the Spencers were ordered for 
his men. 71 
Curiously enough, while Colonel Berdan was having a 
merry Christmas with his Spencer on the firing range, one 
of the cartridges burst prematurely, blew powder through 
a slot, and temporarily blinded the Colonel in his right 
eye. But Berdan was magnanimous, merely calling the Spen-
cer Company's agent to his sick-bed the next day "that we 
may see if it is not possible to guard against similar 
accidents with the new guns • 1172 The order was not with-
drawn, and on the last day of 1861, Fisher accepted it.73 
Thus it seemed, as 1861 ended, that with the Marsh con-
tract and the arming of Berdan's men, President Lincoln had 
~~37th Cong., 2d Sess., Senate, Exec. Doc. 72, P• 421. 
Ibid., P• 419. ~50rd. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1861, WD2135. 
Ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1862, F2. 
206 
made some headway against General Ripley's stubgorn op-
position to breech-loadipg rifles. 
207 
CHAPTER XII 
LINCOLN AND THE COFFEE MILL GUN, 1861 
Abraham Lincoln ordered the first machine guns ever 
used in battle. He also gave that weapon the name which 
stuck to it through the Civil War - the Coffee Mill Gun a 
although Orison Blunt and J. D. Mills introduced it to hLm 
less descriptively as the 11Union Repeating Gun." 
It was natural that Orison Blunt should meet General -
then Colonel - Ripley early in the war. From 1832 to 1856 
Blunt had been an arms manufacturer and importer. When the 
war broke out, he became a member, and an active member at 
that, of the Union Defense Committee of New York City.1 In 
that capacity, apparently, he had conferred with the new 
Chief of Ordnance and was pricing some · bronze cannon for 
the Ordnance Department as early as May, 1861. 2 A month 
later, Blunt introduced the inventor of a rifle battery to 
Ripley. 3 It was doubtless no fault of Blunt's that his 
prot~g6 developed wabbling of the loyalties and was sent to 
4 Fort Lafayette that September for convalescence. Whether 
~Ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1862, WD1505. 
Ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, B312. 3ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, B312, WD525, B375. 4Boston Transcript, Sept. 9, 1861. The inventor's name 
was E. B. Wilder. He was an engineer from Newark, N. J. 
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Blunt had a financial interest in the Union Repeating 
Gun or was acting as a disinterested patriot is 1.1ncertain; 
a parallel may be found for either hypo the sis 1n Blunt • a 
several dealings with the Ordnance Department during the 
war. 
J.D. Mills, Blunt's co-sponsor of the Union Repeating 
Gun, is biographically more elusive. He was not the in-
ventor of the gun. All else that can be said of him w.ith 
certainty is that he acted as the weapon's principal ad-
vocate and business agent from June, 1861, to February, 
1862. 
Mills and Blunt found a convenient depository for a 
specimen machine gun in the loft of Hall's carriage shop 
across the street from Willard's Hotel, where Mills usually 
stayed when he was in Washington. Early in June, 1861, 
the two men escorted the towering figure of President Lin-
coln up the stairs to the loft.5 Up in that carriage shop 
loft, Lincoln was shown a curious and fascinating contraption , 
mounted on a light artillery carriage. It had a single 
rifle barrel with an ingenious breech mechanism and was 
surmounted by a hopper, in which could be placed steel cart-
ridge cases containing regular paper cartridges. Gravity 
would feed these loaded cartridge cases one by one into the 
crank-operated breech mechanism, which automatically inserted 
5ord. Off., "Inv.", class 6, #439. 
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a ease into the chamber, fired the bullet, extracted the 
case, dropped it into a receptacle for future use, and 
repeated the sequence with a new cartridge. This could be 
done at rates up to 150 or 200 times a minute, depending on 
the speed of cranking.6 Lincoln tried out the gun on the 
spot, presumably with unloaded cartridge cases, and at once 
its potentialities struck him as considerable.? It may 
have been on this occasion that the President drew upon his 
talent for homely imagery to dub the new weapon the Coffee 
Mill Gun. That name stuck to the gun - and even some of its 
competitors - both in popular parlance and in most official 
communications for the rest of the war.s 
Either in the loft of Hall's carriage shop or elsewhere 
about that time, a long list of notables saw and admired the 
Coffee Mill Gun: Secretaries Seward, cameron, and Welles, 
Governor Buckingham of Connecticut, Generals Mansfield, 
Sanford, Ewen, Cadwallader, and Banks, Colonel Ripley, 
Major Barton s. Alexander, and Captain Dahlgren.9 Notes 
fluttered from one to another on June 10, 1861. The white• 
haired, gray-bearded, soldierly old General J. K. F. Mansw 
field, who commanded the defenses of Washington, wrote to 
Secretary Cameron: 
~Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav • .Qrd., 11 Exam. of Inv. 11 , IV, 255-257. 
8ord. Off., 
11 Inv. 11 , class 6, #439. 
9ord. Off., Letters Rec
1 d, 1862, WD834. 
Ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1861, WD756. 
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You have seen the gun of Orison Blunt Esqr. 
I am very much pleased with it & would recommend at 
once a number of them be procured for the service 
here. 
I think _it an excellent rampart gun, a good 
field gun against cavalry & horse Artillery, an 
excellent gun to defend the passage of the bridge 
and should be thoroughly tested in the field at 
once. 
It enjoys the advantage of requiring sim~ly a 
horse or mules to move it to any position.lO 
Lincoln shared Mansfield's enthusiasm, but With a 
non-professional's diffidence he turned to Dahlgren for 
reassurance: 
You have seen Mr. Blunt's new gun- ~hat 
think you of it'l Would the government do well 
to purchase sane of them'l Should. they be of 
the siff of the one exhibited, or of different 
sizes"l 
Dahlgren hastened to answer: 
I have seen Mr. Blunt's gun and was much 
pleased with it - I think'.• should ha. ve some 
of them, and from what Mr. Blunt states, am in-
clined to believe that for the present emergency, 
it would be well to adhere to the dimension now 
constructed.12 
And beneath Dahlgren's note, Lincoln wrote: 
I saw this gun myself, and witnessed some 
experiments with it; and I really think it 
worth the attention of the Government.l3 
A copy of the whole correspondence was sent to Ripley. And 
since Lincoln and General Winfield Scott together reviewed 
the Second Michigan Regiment from the White House grounds 
~~Ord. Off., "Inv.", class lc, #153. 
12Lincoln, Works, IV, 399. 
13ord. Off., "Inv.", class lc, #153 {copy). ~-
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at five o'clock that afternoon of June 10, 1861, it is 
likely that the gouty old General heard about this pioneer 
machine gun from the President himself.l4 
A New York politician named Simeon Draper had arrived 
in Washington and registered at Willard's on June 6; per• 
haps he had come with Mills and Blunt.l5 However that may 
be, it was Draper who by some magic persuaded Colonel 
Ripley to give the Coffee Mill Gun a hasty tria1. 15 This 
done, the Coffee Mill trio returned to New York under the 
nafve delusion that Ripley would now move of himself. Very 
soon they began to wonder. Mills wrote Ripley on June 20, 
offering to come back to Washington if there were any fur-
ther questions about the gun in Ripley's mind and "if you 
should not already have reported on it. 1116 Mills WI\S a 
perceptive man. Without waiting for an answer from the 
Ghief of Ordnance, he wrote President Lincoln also, ask-
ing the President to give the matter his "personal and early 
consideration." ttone word from your Excellency would suf-
fice," wrote Mills, 11 and subsequent events would prove to 
you its momentous consequence. ttl7 
Compared to Ripley's usual epistolary temper, his reply 
to Mills could be called affable, but in content it was as 
14 
15washington ~~ June 11, Ibid., June 6, 1861. 
16ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 
17Ibid., WD756. 
1861. 
1861, WD323. 
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infuriating as ever. He had been impressed by nthe in-
genuity of the contrivance", but he did not feel called 
upon to make an official report, and without far more 
extensive trials he could not express anu opinion of any 
value.18 Evidently the Chief of Ordnance considered the 
whole disturbing episode closed. But Mills thought other-
wise. He seized on the news of' the Bull Run disaster as 
an excuse for writing Lincoln again on July 22: 
I am reliably informed that General Ripley thinks 
very favorably of it, but does not wish to take 
the responsibility of ordering anything new in 
arms. If no one else is willing to 1 take the re-
sponsibility,' will not the President take it ••• ?19 
Lincoln may not have seen the letter, but Ripley probably 
did, since it was referred to the Ordnance Office. 
Three months went by without further developments in 
the Coffee Mill story; while the short, eturdy, red-headed, 
and conceited George B. McClellan came to Washington from 
minor triumphs in West Virginia, made an army out of the 
Bull Run skedaddle rs, edged old General Scott into retire-
ment, and took his place. The last maneuver had not quite 
been consummated when,on the morning after Lincoln had 
watched Mr. Chace fire at the Potomac, the President sent 
McClellan a note: 
l8Ripley to J. D. Mills, June 28, 1861, Ord. Off., Misc. 
Letters Sent. 
19ord. Off., "Inv.", class 6, #439. 
Major. Gen. McClellan 
My dear Sir 
Executive Mansion 
Oct. 26. 1861 
on wheels, can 
to-day. Could 
them at 3. or 
A battery of repeating guns, 
be seen at the Arsenal any hour 
you, without inconvenience, aee 
4. o clock • please answer.2 
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The dashing young General regre~ted 1 however, that he 
could not get back from a scheduled review of troops in 
time to see the guns that day.2l Nevertheless.and Ripley 
notwithstanding, the President made up his mind to order 
ten of the wonderful weapons. In his eagerness to get 
them, he made a remarkably generous agreement. His letter 
to the Ordnance Office cannot now be found, but it was 
summarized in the Register as follows: 
If 10 of the repeating guns exhibited to me 
this morning by Mr. Mills are well made & fur-
nished within 30 dys. I advise the Govt. pay 
for them, double the sum which good mechanics 
of that class shall say material & labor of 
making, & delng are worth. I learn they have 
Lbeeri] valued at $615 each [j:>ahlgren' s valuation_] • 
Advise the payment of $1300 for each gun or 
$13,666 for the 10 delivered. Pay at once.22 
Payment was duly made on November 4 to the firm of Woodward 
and Cox. 
On the evening of October 26, the day Lincoln asked 
McClellan to see the Coffee Mill guns, the President and 
his young private secretary John Hay went over to McClellan's 
headquarters. As soon as McClellan came in, Lincoln began 
20 Lincoln, Works, V, 4. 
~~Ibid., V, 5. 
Ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec 1d, 1861, W858. Judging from 
comparisons between other register entries and the corres-
ponding originals, the summary is very nearly verbatim. 
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to talk about "his wonderful new repeating battery of 
rifled guns, shooting 50 balls a minute." He asked the 
General to go down and see them, and, if proper, detail a 
corps of men to work them. Then McClellan and Lincoln talk-
ed about the new howl that was rising for the "little 
Napoleon" to lead his newly invigorated army against the 
foe. ui ha. ve a notion to go out with you ani stand or fall 
with the battle," exclaimed Lincoln enthusiastically. The 
President was in a buoyant mood that night. 23 
Earlier that year, Lincoln had authorized Major General 
Benjamin Butler to raise a brigade of men in New England 
and arm them "with such serviceable arms as he rrs.y deem fit" 
provided the price was reasonable.24 As in so many other 
cases, Butler was not behindhand with machine guns. Having 
such latitude as Lincoln had given him, Butler bougnt two 
Coffee Mill Guns in mid-November and sent them to Washing• 
ton, whenee they were presumably shipped south with Butler's 
New Orleans expedition the following year. 25 That purchase 
was only the beginning. Eventually Butler became the fore-
most proponent of machine guns in the Civil War. 
McClellan caught some of Lincoln's enthusiasm for the 
new weapon. At his request, Mills made a written offer on 
November 11, 1861, to make 500 Coffee Mill Guns at $1200 
23Hay, Diarx, p. 31. 24Lincoln, Works, IV, 468. 
25Boston Transcript, Nov. 18, 1861; Ord. Off., "Purchases 
of Ordnance", P• 231. 
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each. 26 On November 30, McClellan asked Cameron for 
authority to order fifty guns at that price through Gen~ 
eral Ripley.27 Not satisfied with that, the indefatigable 
salesman J. D. Mills secured a testimonial from old Peter 
Cooper in New York, an elder statesman of technology with 
an unassailable reputation for honesty and perspicacity. 
Cooper wrote Secretary Cameron on December 3: 
I am sorry ••• that a thousand of them had not 
been ordered when the ten guns were, ••• I do hop'e 
that you will ••• give such an order without another 
day's delay, and take the step that to my mind, 
would do more than any other you could take to 
bring this terrible war to an end. 
Half a dozen men with one of these guns 
can do the work of a thousand, and in add• 
ition to its effectiveness it is an immense 
saving to the country in the expense of equip• 
ment; and in its saving of rations alone would 
in a very short time more than pay for the cost 
of the gun. Besides which, you risk the lives 
of but half a dozen men in place of a regiment 
now employed to do the same execution •••• My only 
desire ••• is for the good of our common country, 
••• I have no other inter~st in these guns either 
directly or indirectly.28 
Meanwhile President Lincoln had second thoughts on the 
subject of price, and had conc~uded that a profit exceeding 
100% needed some revision. On Lincoln's prompting, McClellan 
decided that $1200 per gun was, after all, "entirely too 
high", and the General offered a price of cost plus 20%. 
"Let the fifty guns be ordered on the terms above recom-
26ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1862, WD241. 27McClellan to Cameron, Nov. 30, 1861, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
28ord. Off., 11 Inv.", class lc, #223. 
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mended by Gen1. McClellan & not otherwise," wrote Lincoln 
on December 19, 1861.29 In the books of the erdnance 
Office, that Presidential endorsement on McClellan's 
letter is treated as the formal order for fifty Coffee 
Mill Guns. 30 J. D. Mills accepted the. terms on Decemb~,r 
26, 1861, the same day that Ripley made out his order for 
10,000 Spencer breech-loaders. 31 
Thus in the Coffee Mill story, as in that of the breech-
loaders, the year 1861 closed on a note of progress; and 
as with the breech-loaders, that progress was due largely 
to the influence of President Lincoln in opposition to the 
conservatism of his Chief of Ordnance. Sixty machine guns 
had been ordered by the President himself, as well as two 
by General Butler - enough, surely, to give the strange 
new weapon a chance at showing its power in the battles that 
lay ahead. 
29Lincoln, Works, V, 75-76. 
11 30ord. Off., "Purchases Under Contract, 1861 to 1867. , P• 5• 
3lord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1862, WD241. 
217 
CHAPTER XIII 
LINCOLN AND LIGHT ARTILLERY 
Whatever faults General Ripley may have had, incon-
sistency was not one of them. As with other weapons, the 
Chief of Ordnance remained true to his principles by :Ctb i)it:Q.t-
ing long and lustily whenever a new type of field artlllery 
was proposed. And in truth, the Ordnance Department was 
called upon to supply an almost incredible variety of artill-
ery ammunition ... nnot less than six hundred different kinds ;' , 
complained Ripley in August, 1862.1 In his campaign ·co 
standardize army cannon, General Ripley enjoyed the support 
of some able and sensible field commanders, including Gen-
eral Willirua t. Barry, McClellan's artillery chief, arrd 
General Ulysses s. Grant.2 But unfortunately for the old 
Chief of Ordnance, President Lincoln was less apt to stand• 
ardize artillery than to contribute to its diversity. 
One instance of the President's readiness to espouse 
new types of field artillery was the case of James Woodruff 
of Quincy, Illinois. Lincoln tried to avoid partiallty 
1Ripley to Col. John c. Kelton, Aug. 27, 1862, Ord. Off., 
Mi~c. Letters Sent. 
~Ripley to Kelton, Sept. 11, 1862, Ripley to Gen. lJ. s. 
Grant, Aug. 18, 1863, ibid.; Russell, My Diary, P• 203. 
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toward Illinoisans. 11Deal with a man in Illinois," he 
told Secretary Seward, 11as you would if he were in any 
other state."3 But he had, after all, counted himself 
as Ill~nois 1 s man in the 6abinet, and he admitted to Gen-
eral McCJlellan in the summer of 1861 that 11 the people of 
Illinois seemed to want somebody to be a sort of father to 
them."4 Lincoln's favor toward Illinois inventors kept 
within bounds, but as a listener at least, the President 
could never quite close his heart to an estimable fellow 
citizen of the Sucker State. Woodruff was not only an 
Illinois man, he was also a fellow townsman of Lincoln's · 
good friend Senator Orville H. Browning. When ·a "Great 
Union Meeting" was held in front of the courthouse a·t; 
Quincy one warm,moonli t night j 'ust after the firing on 
Fort Sumter, both Woodruff and Browning took prominent 
part in it.5 
As his mite toward the cause, Woodruff designed a 
little three-pounder field piece and came to Washington to 
get an order. With him he brought the state quartermaster, 
ex-Governor John Wood, and a note of approval from the 9U~­
nant Governor, Richard Yates. Woodruff's idea was for the 
.F'ederal Government to buy his very light guns for the "pee ... 
3Lincoln, Works, V, 102. 
4Thomas, Lincoln, p. 235; George B. McClellan, McClellan's 
O!g Story (New York, 1887), p. 160. 
Henry Asbury, Reminiscences of Quincy, Illinois (Quincy, 
Ill., 1882), PP• 146-147. 
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uliar Bervice" in which Colonel Cavanaugh's Sixth Illi nois 
Cavalry- the ttGovernor's Legion"- was to be engaged.,6 
Assistant Secretary Scott sent Woodruff to Ripley with a 
helpful note:. "Examine his gun,it appears to have great 
merit. 117 Ripley was of another mind. He told Woodruff 
that "it is not advisable, but on the contrary, very object-
ionable, to introduce into the service a new calibre of 
field artillery; and we have, already a lighter piece :, i n 
use, the bronze mountain, and prairie howitzer. Your pro• 
position therefore cannot be received."8 
Two or three weeks later, on November 8, 1861, Lincoln 
sent Ripley a note not enttr ely free from asperity. •rhe 
President obviously knew the ways of General Ripley. "Please 
see Gov. Wood and Mr. Woodruff, bearers of this," wrote 
Lincoln, "and make the arrangements for arms which they 
desire if you possibly can. Do not turn them away lightly; 
but either provide for their getting the arms, or write me 
a clear reason why you can not. 119 
Lacking the time or, perhaps, the good grace to do this, 
General Ripley turned the matter over to his right-hand man, 
Lieutenant Colonel Maynadier. Maynadier listened, he said, 
"patiently and attentivelyj" ~ but he emerged from the inter-
6Lincoln, Works, V, 18; Ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1863, 
WD498; Lt.-Col. William Maynadier to James Woodruff, Rov . 
15' 1861, Ord. Off., Misc. Letters Sent. 
Ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1861, WD1483. 
8Ripley to Woodruff, Oct. 21, 1861, Ord. Off., Misc. Letters 
Sent. 
9Linco1n, Works, V, 18. 
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view without enthusiasm. "I know nothing of these guns, " 
he notified Secretary Cameron, "except what these gen1;le-
men tell me, as they are of a kind and calibre unknown to 
the military service. I cannot, therefore, express any 
opinilon in regard to their value, or otherwise, for t he mil-
itary service. 11 Maynadier insisted that he had no author -
ity to order such strange arms. nAll this I have explained 
to the gentlemenj; tt he concluded, "and I await your instruct ... 
ions.nlO 
To this gesture of passive resistance there came a 
swift answer. On the day after Maynadier's letter to Cam-
eron, President Lincoln flatly ordered the purchase of 
thirty Woodruff guns at $285.00 each for Colonel Cavanaugh.ll 
In the following February, Governor Yates wired Ripley that 
the guns were ready and asked if the ammunition should be 
made in Springfield at Federal expense. In March, Ripley 
replied rather dispiritedly that it "had better be."12 That 
same month, Woodruff encountered a delay in payment, due . 
in all li~ihood to the new Secretary of War's insistence 
an reviewing contracts personally. Senator Browning saw 
the President, proceeded to the War Department in company 
with \Voodruff, and four days later Woodruff got his ntoney.13 
lOord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1863, WD498. 
llord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec'd, 1861, WD1842; Maynadier 
to Woodruff, Nov. 15, 1861, Ord. Off., Misc. Letters Sent. 
12ord. Off., Letters Rec 1d, 1862, WD369. 
13Browning, Diary, I, 53~) ; see *'Woodruff, James" in Ord. 
Off., ttpunchases of Ordnance". 
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Woodruff hung around Washington till Jane 2, 1862, 
and in July was back again visiting the War Department 
with Senator Browning; but whatever his errand, he got no 
more gun orders.l4 Instead he returned to the pleasures 
and perils of Illinois politics, and in May, 1863, Lincoln 
made him Provost Marshal of the Fourth Illinois District.l5 
As for the Woodruff guns, scant glory accrued to them in 
their "peculiar service," whatever it may have been. The 
only rift in their obscurity came on October 1, 1864, when 
a return of ordnance for the Department of the Missouri 
revealed two Woodruff guns peaceably sitting out the war 
in the District of Rolla.l6 
From Chicago in the spring of 1862, the inventor of a 
breech-loading field piece wrote Lincoln asking for an 
interview and a chance to show his gun; he wrote the Pres-
ident rather than General Ripley because of 11 a very strong 
prejudice against breech loading guns especially guns of 
this description.nl7 There is some evidence that Lincoln 
helped the inventor out, but in any case the President must 
have appreciated the force of his reason for writing.l8 The 
Ordnance Office cherished an even stronger prejudice against 
breech-loading artillery than against breech-loading small 
14Browning, Diary, I, 548, 562. 
15Lincoln, Works, VI, 197; a fragment in ibid., VIII, 428, 
may belong to this episode. 
16ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1864, 8336. 
17ord. Off., "Inv.", class lb, #142. 
18The inventor, R. s. Payne, wrote at the end of April 
that his gun was in the Patent Office basement. On June 8, 
1862, Lincoln wrote Dahlgren, asking him to go with 11 bearer" 
to see ''a new pa tern of gun." (Lincoln, Works, V, 263J 
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arms. "The Dept. does not approve of applying the breech 
loading principle to cannon," wrote Ripley in June, 1861, 
ttas it conceives that cheaper, safer & more serviceable 
rifle-cannon are now made on the muzzle loading principle.n19 
Breech~loading cannon were too expensive, he thought, and 
suffered from a weakness at the breech inherent to their 
principle. A great many real and pretended ordnance E~xperts 
agreed with him, particularly on the last point, but i:;he 
President, as usual, dissented. 
In June, 1861, Captain William G. Sherwin of Cinci nnati 
informed an indifferent Ordnance Office of his desire to 
make a breech-loading bronze six- pounder of his own d•~sign, 
the only obstacle being that endemic complaint of inv•,ntors, 
lack of cash.20 Finding no encouragement in bureaucrats, 
Sherwin took a model of his proposed gun to Captain Klngs-
bury, chief ordnance officer of General McClellan, who was 
then commanding the Department of the Ohio with headquarters 
in Cincinnati. Kingsbury thought 11 from the simplicity and 
economy of its arrangements and its apparent efficiency 
that the invention should be practically tested by a piece 
of large caliber.n21 Thus fortified, Sherwin brought his 
model to Washington. He had other testimonials he might have 
19 # 
20
0rd. Off., ttrnv.", class lb, 67. 
Ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, \¥0711. 
21ord. Off., "Inv.", class lb, #89. 
I 
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brought, he said, "but as the plan was so simple and :so 
plain, I was foolish enough to believe that in Washington 
letters would be of no value. 1122 In a sense he was r:Lght. 
Somehow Sherwin made his way into the highest of off• 
icial circles. One day late in July, 1861, he put his 
little model on the cloth covered table at which sat Pres• 
ident Lincoln and his assembled cabinet.23Lincoln was 1m-
pressed by the device. On August 3,he wrote a note to the 
Ordnance Office: 
I have seen a model of a breech loading cannon 
exhibited by Mr. Sherwin of Ohio; and would be 
glad for the Ordnance Department to assist Mr. 
Sherwin in making an experiment with a six-pounder 
of the same patern, provided it can be done at rea-
sonable cost, and without injurious ~~terference 
with the business of the Department. 
For whatever comfort it may have given Sherwin, R::l~pley' s 
rejection was more prompt, mannerly, and closely reasoned 
than usual. Ripley admitted that "the mechanical ingenuity, 
exhibited by the model you presented, has favorably impress-
ed the President, as indeed it is well calculated to clo, 
and that ingenuity is acknowledged, as creditable to you." 
But a full sized gun would have too much metal in the breech 
for easy handling or sighting in the field; present f::l.eld 
pieces were good enough; and the Department was too busy to 
give the gun a trial. 25 
22 . # 
23ord. Off., "Inv.", class lb, 93. Idem. 
24ord. Off., "Inv. 11 , class lb, #78. This endorsement is 
not in Lincoln, Works. 
25Ripley to Sherwin, Aug. 5, 1861, Ord. Off., Misc. 
Letters Sent. 
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Sherwin raged against Ripley's answer. He wrote to 
Secretary Chase, Ohio's man in the Oabinet, and he sent 
more test1monials. 26 From Cincinnati Sherwin wrote the 
President that he could muster any amount of capital if 
he could only get a government order for a battery or even 
one gun. "If on experiment the guns prove to be a fatlure," 
he wrote, 11 I will charge nothing for them not one cent." 
He would make the guns in Cincinnati and would "bother no-
body with questions, letters or dispatches, till the ~~s 
are finished." Sherwin knew his nemesis; "Gen Ripley will 
do nothing, if he can avoid it," he wrote the President. 27 
And to Cameron a few days later, Sherwin expatiated on Rip-
ley's iniquities: 
As Genl. Ripley ••• is- in my opinion~ tinctured 
with extreme Southern proclivities - and there 
fore obnoxious to me personally - privately -
and publicly - I cannot hope to get an order from 
him. I can only get it through the President 
and Cabinet. 
This frank declaration was referred to Ripley himself, and 
thereafter, so far as the Ordnance Office was concerned, 
Sherwin's goose was cooked to a turn. 28 
From Secretary Cameron, Sherwin managed to get authority 
to raise a regiment of artillery. Perhaps he hoped t;o equip 
it with his cannon. But Governor William Dennison protested 
26ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, WD1084; ~., "Inv.", 
class lb, #85. 
27Idem. 
2Bord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , class lb, #93. 
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at the prospect of a Sherwin artillery regiment. nis it 
possible ••• 1 11 he asked Cameron incredulously. "If so, :for 
God's sake withdraw the authority. Such connnission wi.ll 
make a farce of the public service." Cameron promptly 
delivered Sherwin's ambi tiona over t .o the furious Governor~ 
whose mercies were swift but not tender. 29 No more wa s 
heard of the Sherwin breech-loading field piece. 
One day in November, 1861, John H. Gage, the Quarter~ 
master General of New Hampshire, showed President Lincoln 
the plans for a breech-loading cannon invented by a Nashua 
ttmechanict' named George A. Rol l ins. Lincoln was much int .. 
erested in . the gun, an iron field piece about four and a 
half feet long and with a two inch bore.30 He went over 
the details with Gage for three quarters of an hour, asking 
questions until he fully understood the design. Finally 
the President promised to have the Rollins gun tested if 
Governor Berry of New Hampshire would write that he had 
seen and approved of it. 31 
From Concord on December 5, 1861, Governor Berry wrote 
that he and other state officials had examined the gw1 and 
had been impressed by 11 the astonishing facility and rapid-
ity ••• with which it could be loaded and discharged." A four 
29official Records, series 3, I, 447, 479. 
30ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec'd, 1861, WD1119. 
3lord. Off., "Inv.", class lb, #135, 125. 
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man crew had fired it sixteen to twenty times a minut,e for 
an indefinite period without overheating the gun or having 
any other difficulty. It was sLmple to make, wrote Govern-
or Berry, free from the usual objections to breech-loading 
cannon, and altogetherva promising development in field 
artillery. Numbers of "our best citizens ';!' wrote the Gov ... 
ernor, were anxious to form a corps of artillery with such 
guns. Gage, who was connected with the Nashua Iron Company, 
wrote also, reminding Lincoln of his promise and asking that 
the government ·buy eighty Rollins guns for the proposed 
artillery corps.32 
Late in January, 1862, a Nashua man called on the Pres-
ident and brought the matter to his attention. True to his 
word, the President wrote: 
I believe my promise is one that upon the writ-
ing of this letter by the Gov. of New Hampshire, 
the gun mentioned should be examined and reported 
upon by a competent officer - I therefore will 
thank the Secretary of War to send a competent 
officer to Nashua, N. H. to test and report upon 
the gun. 
Jan. 25. 1862 A. Lineoln33 
The new Secretary of War was a very busy man at 1:;he 
time. Then and later he was notoriously ready to ignore 
Lincoln's recommendations in minor matters.34 Nothing 
was done until Gage's Congressman, Edward H. Rollins, went 
32ord Off., "Inv.", class lb, #127, 125. 33 • Idem. This endorsement is not in Lincoln, Works. 
34George Boutwell, Reminiscences of Sixty Years in Public 
Affairs (2 vola., New York, 1902), II, 89. 
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to Secretary Stanton on the first of March, and even then 
Stanton would only order a trial if an officer could be 
spared 11 in the present state of the service." Ripley, of 
course, maintained that no officer could be spared and that 
he knew nothing of the Rollins gun anyway.35 A trial was 
at last ordered on March 22, and a report was forwarded 
to the Ordnance Office on April 8, but the report is not to 
36 be found.. Whatever the missing report said, no Rollins 
guns were ordered. 
In one case, President Lincoln did actually order some 
little breech-loading field pieces, and the guns saw a.ction. 
These were the so-called "Ellsworth guns, 11 invented by Lucius 
w. Pond of Worcester, Massachusetts. Lincoln's young f~iend 
Elmer Ellsworth, l{illed by a rebel sympathizer at Alexandria 
in May, 1861, had ordered some of Pond's little guns for 
his regiment. After the dead officer's name became a patriot-
ic watchword in the North, Pond attached it to his gun, even 
though Ellsworth's Zouaves never used the weapon.37 
As his political patron, Lucius Pond secured the services 
of his fellow townsman Eli t Thayer, inventor, educator., ex-
Congressman, and founder of the Emigrant Aid Society which 
had sent free-soilers and Sharps rifles into Kansas. Thayer 
~:Ord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , class lb, #135. 
Ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec 1 d, 1862, R418. 
37Eli Thayer to Lincoln, Sept. 21, 1861, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
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was just the sort or man to capture President Lincoln's 
interest. "A living steam engine," one of his fellow Con-
gressmen called him, "a man of eccentric humor and or won-
derful and advanced thought, mixed with practical sense.n38 
The enterprising abolitionist showed Pond's "Ellsworth gun" 
to Lincoln. Gun and carriage together weighed only 350 
pounds, so little that the piece had no limber, only a 
drag rope attachment with which it could be pulled by sol-
diers. Its exterior diameter was six inches at the breech 
and only three and a half inches at the muzzle, and it 
fired a chilled iron shot weighing just over a pound.39 
Lincoln thought well enough of the diminutive cannon 
to ask Thayer for a plan of organization fitted to its use. 
On September 21, 1861, the day of the Berdan shooting exhib-
ition, ~hayer accordingly proposed light artillery brigades 
composed or five companies and using a hundred Ellsworth 
guns each. Thayer also pointed out that the piece was easily 
maneuverable without the aid of horses, needed few men, 
could be loaded and rired rapidly, and was cheap. Thayer 
glossed over the question of how erfective a seventeen ounce 
solid shot could be, and Lincoln apparently did not think 
to ask him. 40 
38cox, Three Decades or Federal Legislation, P• 91. 
39Thayer to Lincoln, Sept. 21, 1861, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
40Idem.; see also Sci. Amer., Dec. 21, 1861, and Ord. orr., 
Letters-Rec 1 d, 1862, R603. 
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As in the case of the Coffee Mill Gun, Lincoln was re~ 
markably generous. Thayer had only asked $300 per gun, but 
three days afterward Lincoln ordered twenty of the Ellsworth 
guns, subject to Colonel Kingsbury's inspection, at $350 
each plus transportation costs from Worcester to Washington.41 
Kingsbury, McClellan's chief ordnance officer, was well dis• 
posed toward the guns. A couple of days after Lincoln's 
order, the Colonel urged that Thayer organize 11 the proper 
force for the service of this ubiquitous artillery. 1142 The 
guns were delivered to Lincoln by November 25, 1861, with 
4000 rounds of ammunition. 45 Kingsbury pronounced them 
"in many respects superior" to the original model nand better 
adapted to military service," and so Pond was duly paid.44 
Ripley made no effort to thwart the President, but Gen-
eral Benjamin Butler was another matter. Early in January, 
1862, while still on his New England recruiting tour, the 
gadget-minded general ordered two Ellsworth guns. Butler's 
special instructions seemed to allow such a purchase, and 
no objections had been raised by the Ordnance Office when 
he bought his two Coffee Mill Guns. Nevertheless, Ripley 
led the Pond brothers a merry dance before they got their 
pay for the Butler sale. 45 
41Lincoln, Works, IV, 534-535. !~ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, WD1426. 
37th Cong., 2d Sess., Senate, Exec. Doc.72, P• 224. 44certificate of dol. c. P. Kingsbury, Nov. 30, 1861, 
R. T. Lincoln Coll.; Ripley to Daniel B. Pond, Dec. 4, 1861, 
Ord Off., Misc. Letters Sent. 
4Sord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1862, P240; Ripley to D. B. Pond, 
Apr. 19, May 3, 1862, Ord. Off., Misc. Letters Sent. 
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President Lincoln was rather proud of his purchase .. 
"Col. Ramsey," he wrote once, "please see Mr. Hegon, and 
show him one of the little bre,ech-loading cannons I got of 
Hon. Eli Thayer. 1146 The ordnance people were not so taken 
with Mr. Lincoln's "little breech-loading cannons.' '! The 
guns were stored for some time at the Arsenal, but Colonel 
Ramsay wrote later that "I ••• profess to know very little 
about the 'Ellsworth gun', as I never supposed ·it would be 
introduced into the service and I gave little or no attention 
to it."47 
Perhaps to the surprise of Colonel Ramsay, a re qui:si tion 
was made for the guns by General John C. Fremont early in 
the to~lowing spring; and all twenty of them, oiled and var-
nished, were accordingly sent to the General in the last week 
48 of April, 1862. One Lieutenant Rohrbach commanded the 
Ellsworth battery while Stonewall Jackson rattled about the 
Shenandoah Valley, but the Lieutenant was evidently unable 
49 to stem the Confederate tide. After Jackson's valley cam-
paign, the Ellsworth guns vanished into limbo or Dixie. 
The guns had gone, but they left a romantic afterglow. 
General Ripley's vendetta with Colonel Kingsbury at last 
exiled the latter from the Army of the Potomac to the District 
46Lincoln, Works, V, 85. 
47ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1862, R603. 
48w. s. Rosecrans to J. w. Ripley, Apr. 28, 1862, Ord. Off., 
Le4~ers Rec 1 d; 1862, R527. . 
Ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1862, WD2029. 
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of Iowa. Commanding there was Brigadier General Alfred 
Sully, son of the famous painter. On January 28, 1864, 
Sully wrote the Ordnance Office as follows: 
Major Kingsbury of y~Corps now stationed here 
informs me there are or were, some small sized 
rifle guns in the Washington Ar~enal furnished 
the Government by a Mr Eli Thayer of Massa. & 
called I believe the trEllsworth gun" I have never 
seen these guns & know nothing about them but 
from their description I should judge they were 
suited, & perhaps for that alone, in the Indian 
country. If so I could make good use of them, in 
arming the block houses erected & about to be 
erected in the Upper Missouri river, and as an a~la­
ment to the boats expected to be sent up the 
Missouri river from St. Louis next spring.50 
But Major Kingsbury was not to see those mementos of his 
talks with Abraham Lincoln, for his ttubiquitous artillery" 
was ubiquitous no longer. Word came to the Ordnance Office 
on February 51 1864, that ttthere are no Ellsworth guns at 
Washington Arsenal.n51 
President Lincoln came closest to introducing breech~ 
loading field artillery into large scale use in the case of 
James Holenshade, who like William Sherwin was a native of 
Cincinnati. In 1861, Holenshade brought a model of his 
breech-loading six-pounder to Washington and showed it to 
the President, who was much taken by the ingenious, yet 
simple breech mechanism. 52 The cartridge was loaded through 
50ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1864, Sl63. 
51 Ibid., Wll9. 52ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1863, WD676. 
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a hole in the top of the breech which led into a chamber 
in a revolving cylinder. The axis of the cylinder passed 
horizontally across the bore. \Vhen the cylinder was turned 
by a crank, the cartridge chamber was aligned w.ith the bore. 
Automatic alignment was enforced by making the cylinder 
eccentric. One advantage of the arrangement was that it 
cut the vent off automatically until the cartridge was in 
firing position; in muzzle-loaders, the vent had to be stopped 
until ready to fire, else the gunner who loaded the cartridge 
might have his arm t aken off by a premature explosion.53 
Lincoln told Holenshade to go ahead with a full sized 
gun for trial. By May, 18621 Holenshade was back with a 
bronze six-pounder made on his plan, and the President had 
Dahlgren arrange a trial at the Navy Yard. The day of the 
trial, May 3, 1862, was a fine Saturday in spring, with 
pleasant skies and mild air.54 Not only was President Lin-
coln there, but also 11!Lmumber of Senators and members of 
55 the House of Representatives, ladies and citizens." The 
crinoline hoopskirts, the parasols, the Senatorial wat chw 
chains and plug hats, the small boys who, it may be supposed, 
were there to see the fun, and the tall figure of President 
Lincoln must have made the cannon trial seem like some civic 
53Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., "Exam. of Inv.", III, 
143-144, 187-192. 
54ord. Off., "Inv.", class lb, #135; Met. Jour., May 3, 1862. 
55Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., "Exam. of Inv.", III, 
143-144. 
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festival. 
The firing began. At once a hitch occurred. While 
the President of the United States and assorted citizenry 
waited, Holenshade had to -enlarge the vent so as to take 
the primers more easily. Because of the difficulty with 
the primers, two minutes had ~een spent on the first t;en 
shots, which were supposed to test rapidity of fire. After 
a round had been fired for range, therefore, Holenshade was 
given another chance at rapid firing. Ten blank cartridges 
were fired in one minute ~ but two primers failed and one 
cartridge was cut in half by premature turning of the cylin• 
der. Two more rounds were fired with solid shot. On the 
next round, the cartridge was again cut in half, leaving 
the upper half in the breech opening. The half cartr:Ldge 
was pushed into the chamber with the next round; and when 
that heavy charge was fired, the crowd was startled to see 
the recoil throw the trail off its rest. 
At this a delay ensued while the gun was restored to 
position. One can imagine the restless crowd, the quizzical 
President, and perhaps - though the day was not a warm one • 
the beads of sweat on Holenshade's forehead as he struggled 
to make his gun behave. Despite his frantic efforts, affairs 
grew worse and worse. Bits of the decapitated cartridges 
began to work around in back of the cylinder and jam the 
mechanism. It took a minute and a half to fire the next 
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five rounds, and the fifth was cut in half. Then the gun 
refused to work at all. Holenshade insisted on repairing 
it. Working feverishly, he took the gun apart and put it 
together again, while the crowd murmured and the President 
cooled his heels. 
The rest of the trial was intended to make good the 
inventor's boast that "I have the only gun in the world a·s 
yet revealed that can be limbered up & fired upon retreat" 
• certainly an appropriate moment for the demonstration. 
Horses were hitched up to the recalcitrant gun and started 
off at a funereal walk while five rounds of blanks were 
fired in a minute and three quarters. At the third round, 
two men were needed to move the cylinder.56 Perhaps Pres• 
ident Lincoln, who knew his Hamlet, found the dismal cortege 
wryly suggestive of that tragedy's closing: 
Go, bid the soldiers shoot. 
{A dead march. Exeunt, bearing off the 
bodies; after which a peal of ordnance 
is :Shot off.) 
But with the true inventor's resilience, Holenshade 
did not give up. ·He tinkered with his gun until its flaws 
seemed to be corrected, and with Lincoln's aid secured 
another trial in June at the Navy Yard. Results were pro-
mis1ng.57 Lincoln then ordered a test at the Arsenal, which 
56Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., "Exam. of Inv.", III, 
143-144. 
57Ib1d., 187-192. 
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was made about July 1.58 According to Holenshade, the 
amiable Colonel Ramsay showed a "uniform courtesy & kindness" 
which the inventor must have :found in grateful contraat to 
Ripley's gruff hostility, and Ramsay's report, though now 
lost, must have been kind to Holenshade's clai.Ib.s.59 In both 
Army and Navy reports, which Ripley sent en masse to Presi-
dent Lincoln, the principal objection was to the w•ight of 
Holenshade 1 s gun. Feeling that the gun's good points made 
up for that drawback, Lincoln agreed to take the gun Holen~ 
shade had at Cincinnati, and 'he ordered the one at th~~ Arsen-
al to be left there.60 
Ripley refused to take the responsibility of ordering 
breech-loading cannon into the Army, but Lincoln was :l:'eady 
to take it upon h~self. Lincoln referred Holenshade to 
Major General John Pope and promised to order as many 
batteries of the Holenshade sun as Pope wanted. But the 
bombastic Westerner to whom Lincoln had given command of 
the Ar.my of Virginia had his hands too full with Lee's 
men to worry about breech-loading artillery. Pope promised 
to give the matter his attention and then forgot about it. 
Presently the disaster at Second Bull Run swept Pope into 
the discard and Holenshade 1 s chances along with him. 61 
58Ripley to Lincoln, July 14, 1862, Ord. Off., Misc .. Letters 
Se~~· 
60ord. Off., Letters Rec
1 d, 1862, R865. 
Idem. 
6lord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, •ID676. 
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In June, 1863, Holenshade wrote the President again 
from Cincinnati, asking that the gun at the Washington 
Areenal be shipped to him if the government was not disposed 
to pay for it or order any more. General Ambrose Burnside, 
commanding at Cincinnati, was willing to give the gun a 
trial in one of the forts opposite the city.62 Lincoln or 
his secretaries passed Holenshade's letter along to the War 
Department. General Ripley answered it with crushing final-
ity. 11 I cannot recommend an order for making guns of this 
kind, nor for purchasing the one that has been tested," he 
wrote triumphantly. The gun at the Arsenal would be sent 
wherever Holenshade chose - 11at his cost for transporta tion. 11 63 
Thus was administered the coup de gr~ce to breech-loading 
cannon so far as the Union Army was concerned. 
Expert opinion continued t o support Ripley as against 
Lincoln. "Have we any efficient breech-loading gun in our 
service7 11 asked a Congressiona l committee of the Chief of 
Naval Ordnance early in 1864. "Not one; and never had," was 
Captain Wise's reply. 11 Is there any efficient breech--load-
ing gun anywhere'?" the committee asked. "Not in my opinion," 
answered Wise.64 The Chief of Ordnance for the Army agreed, 
and so did General William F. Barry, General Sherman's ch ief 
62
ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, WD676. 
63Ripley to James c. c. Holenshade, July 8, 1863, Ord. 
Off , Misc. Letters Sent. 6~38th Gong., 2d Sess, Senate, Rep. Comm. 121, P• 29. 
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of artillery.65 And as late as June, 1864, Major James 
G. Benton insisted that "want of strength & solidityn were 
"inherent to the nature of breech loading guns.u66 
Under the conditions of the 1860's, Ripley and the 
experts were right and Lincoln was wrong. The Ellsworth 
breech-loaders, like the Woodruff muzzle-loaders, were too 
small to be useful unless for such unusual purposes as the 
Indian warfare General Sully had in mind. In the design 
of his gun, Holenshade entered a blind alley. As for breech-
loading artillery in general, too many things had to change 
before it could be useful. Problems involved in breech 
and recoil mechanisms could not be solved at a stroke. And 
rapidity of I6ading was without point in those black powder 
days when a gunner had to wait between shots for the battle 
smoke to clear away so that he could aim. All that can 
be said for President Lincoln's position is that his views 
were to be the views of the future. 
6538th Gong., 2d Sess., Senate, Rep. Gomm. 121, P• 46; 
or96 Off., "Inv.", class lb, #194. Ord. Off., Misc. Letters Rec 1 d, 1-W-240. 
238 
CHAPTER XIV 
LINCOLN AND THE BIG GUNS 
The American Civil War came at a time of flux in he,avy 
artillery as in most other types of weapons. Breech-
loading cannon were yet to come; but rifling, which had 
captured small arms design by the mid-fifties, was about to 
conquer heavy ordnance. The Union Army had no rifled can-
non at the start of the war, but thought had been given and 
experiments made to that end.l Even non-professionals had 
an idea that rifled artillery was the coming thing; on April 
23, 1861, the day Ripley became Chi~f of Ordnance, Viee-
President HaP~ibal Hamlin wrote Lincoln from New York that 
11 we want and need and should have rifled cannon.n Getting 
down to particulars, the Vice-President urged the full em-
ployment of the J. T. Ames Works at Chicopee, Massachusetts, 
to make field artillery, and President Lincoln commended the 
idea to the War Department's consideration. 2 While the 
Ames Company wrestled with its big order for rifled field 
guns, Ripley distracted them with a demand for thousand.s of 
non-coms' and musicians' swords, as if those groups were in 
lnyer Inquiry, I, 442; 38th Gong., 2d Sess., Senate, Rep. 
Comm. 121, PP• 177, 106. 
2Qfficial Records, series 3, I, 105-106. 
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dire need of self-defense.3 By the end of summer~ Ripley 
notwithstanding~ the Ames Work s at Chicopee were working on 
government orders night and day.+ The Ordnance Department 
inspector thought their new s i x pounder 11a beautiful gun.u5 
Of all Civil War rifled guns, the best known were those 
made by Robert P. Parrott at his Cold Spring Foundry near 
West Point, New York. Their distinctive feature was a. 
wrought iron band shrunk onto the breech~ making them the 
earliest tlbuilt up " guns generally used in the United Sta tes 
Army. Parrott made the first and smallest of his banded 
rifles in 1860 - a ten-pounder. When war began, Colonel 
Craig had Captain Benton, then teaching at the Military 
Academy, take a look at Parrott's new guns. Benton l i ked 
them, and from that time Parrott had no trouble getting 
government orders. 6 
Commander Dahlgren regarded the rise of rifled artillery 
with some distaste~ having won his reputation with smooth-
bores. There may have been a touch of policy in the pleasant 
introduction to big guns arranged by him for the President on 
May 9, 1861. 
By that date Washington had passed from under the shadow 
of rebel capture, the President was able to relax for a little 
~acDougall, "Federal Ordnance Bureau", PP• 43•46. 
4sci. Amer., July 13, 1861,; Boston Transcript, Nov •. 16, 1861. 
5ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1861, B738. 
638th Cong., 2d Sess., Senate, Rep. Comm. 121, PP• 67, 138. 
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while, and so when the 7lst New York Regiment, quartered 
at the Navy Yard, invited him to an afternoon concert by 
its fine regimental band, the President cheerfully accepted. 
At the concert with the President and Mrs. Lincoln were 
Nicolay and Hay, some Cabinet members, Army and Navy officers, 
and 11 a crowd of the .12.!:! of Washington" to the number of 
two or three hundred. In one of the big Navy Yard store~ 
rooms, which was festooned with banners for the occasion, 
President Lincoln listened to a much applauded concert of 
march tunes. Meeting Commander Dahlgren after the concert, 
Lincoln asked to see his eleven-inch gun fired, and so Dahl-
gren took the Presidential party aboard the Pensacola to 
watch the practice. 
The day had been nearly cloualess, and by the time the 
President and his friends had boarded the vessel, the last 
white streaks of cloud had drifted over the edge of the hor-
izon before a fresh breeze from the nonthwest. The river 
sparkled in the sunlight of a springtime afternoon. On 
shore sat a gleaming new Dahlgren eleven-incher. The great 
gun boomed, and almost at once, as it seemed, the black shell 
could be seen hurtling through the air two-thirds of the 
way to the wooden target in the river. The target was about 
as far from the gun, noted Nicolay, as Fort Sumter was from 
the nearest rebel battery - about 1360 yards. Three rounds 
were fired and all struck the target, one directly and two 
on ricochet from the water. . Young John Hay described the 
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scene in his diary: 
The splendid course of the 11 inch shell flying 
through 1300 yards of air, the lighting, the 
quick rebound, & flight through the target with 
wild skips, throwing up a 30 ft. column of spray 
at every jump, the decreasing leaps and the 
steady roll into the waves were scenes as novel 
and pleasant to me as to all the rest of the 
party. The Prest. was delighted. 
Dahlgren, gay with gratified pride, wished that he 
could offer the President some hospitality as commandant 
of the Yard, but the Commande~a quarters were still in his 
office. So the President just stood on the office piazza 
and reviewed the 7lst Regiment on dress parade. 'rhus the 
pleasant afternoon ended. A salute was fired, the Marine 
Band struck up 11 Hail to the Chief", and the Presidential 
carriage rolled out through the great stone gate aa the 
stars and stripes dropped from the flagstaff.7 
Lincoln did not permit his delight at Dahlgren's eleven-
inch smooth-bore to turn him against rifled cannon. General 
Ripley's views on that subject are harder to pin down. On 
the one hand, Ripley gave Parrott an order shortly after 
becoming Chief of Ordnance, and for that, a sympathetic 
Washington newspaper later gave him much credit. 11 This is 
one instance, at least," remarked the paper sometime in 1863, 
7The foregoing account is collated from the following 
sources: Met. Jour., May 9, 1861; Wawhington Star, May 10, 
1861; John G. Nicolay to Therena Bates, May 9, 1861, Nicolay 
Papers; Dahlgren me. memoir, P• 88; "Memorandum Book: Navy 
Yard, Washington", May 9, 1861, Dahlgren Papers, Library of 
Congress; Hay, ])iary, PP• 21-22; clipping dated "May 12th., 
Washington", in Dahlgren Papers, Library of Congress. 
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in which, instead of "combatting all new ideas 
in the fabrication of firearms, artillery and 
projectiles," he bas encouraged and aided a nilw 
idea, and not only a new one, but a good one, 
differing altogether, in that respect, from the 
many new but Vf3ry absurd ideas which have been 
offered and pertin.acioualy urged upon him.s 
Oll the other hand, that; editorial accolade hardly applies 
to what Ripley wrotre Mc:Clellan on June 10, 1861: 
It was_, and is :now.~ my opinion that a battery of 
rifled guns will not be found as efficient_, with 
our present knowledge of these guns, and the 
ammunition therefoJ~, as the batteries of our 
regular patterns ••. ,.Whatever this rifled cannon 
may turn out to be ;, after experience and practice 
may have perfected them I do not regard it as 
advisable to take them now to the field.9 
On June 22, 1861, Secretary Cameron directed Ripley 
to order 200 rifled and 100 smooth-bore field pieces from 
the Phoenix Iron Company. Two days later, President Lin-
c~oln, Secretary Caraeron, and Colonel Ripley spent two or 
1;;hree hours at the Washington Arsenal watching "an i:nterest-
:Lng and important expe1riment 11 with rifled cannon. 10 And the 
day after that, Colone1l Ripley recommended that all the 
:Phoenix Company gune "be rifled. "This will secure effici-
ency for all the guns instead of enly two-thirds of them," 
he wrote Cameron.ll Jj;vidently Ripley's change of heart 
was influenced by the trial he watched with President Lin-
Bclipping belonging to Robert B. Bartholomew, Hoboken, N. J. 
9Ripley to McClellan, June 10, 1861, Ord. Off., Misc. 
Lef8ers Sent. 
Ripley to Lincoln, June 24, 1861, R. T. Lincoln,,Coll.; 
Boston Transcript, June 25, 1861. 
llofficial Records, aeries 3, I, 295. 
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coln; but the President's part in converting Ripley can 
only be speculated on. 
Thereafter, enthusiasm for rifled guns rose to a high 
pitch among both officials and the public. "Experiments 
in our army, as well as in all others," wrote the Scientific 
American early in July, 11 are rapidly convincing military 
men that the day for smooth-bored cannon has gone by, and 
that all artillery must henceforth be rifled. 11 12 Light 
Parrott guns spoke their piece at the First Battle of Bull 
Run toward the end of the month, and the next day, General 
Butler informed Ripley that he intended to exchange all his 
smooth-bores for rifles except two which were to be rifled 
on the spot.l3 Ripley did not pass up this opportunity to 
swim against the stream. A few days after the Bull Run 
battle, he refused the offer of sixteen Parrott field. pieces 
by the Governor of New York on the ground that the Depart-
ment had ordered all it wanted. But Ripley changed his 
mind, or it was changed for him, in a matter of daya.14 
The strategic implications of the changes in ordnance 
were brought home forcefully to the President that f1a.ll. 
On November 8, 1861, Captain Charles Wilkes of the United 
States man-of-war San Jacinto stopped the British mail 
12sci. Amer., July 6, 1861. 
1338th Cong., 2d Sass., Senate, Rep. Comm. 121, PP• 14, 
l38i Ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1861, B427. 
l~official Records, series 3, I, 347, 356, 379. 
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steamer Trent in the Bahama Channel and removed two Con-
federate diplomats bound for Europe. The British publ ic 
roared with anger at the Yankee impudence. uThis nation 
means to make war~ 11 wrote Henry Adams from London. 11Jlo 
not doubt it." Yet the seizure of Mason and Slidell drew 
cheers from the Northern public. Lincoln faced a major 
crisis~ the outcome of' which might decide th~ war.l5 
Northern coastal cities had nothing to fear from the 
Confederacy~ but Great Britain was something else again. 
By armoring her vessels~ England had recently made obsolete 
every coastal gun in every port in the North. In Nov·ember~ 
1861~ Northern ports had scarcely a gun that could challenge 
the most slightly armored vessel.l6 George Opdyke told 
Lincoln that New York businessmen feared a sne~ attack 
on their city like the one England had made on Copenhagen 
during the Napoleonic Wara.l7 Seaboard towns clamored for 
the heavy rifled Parrotta which alone offered defense 
against British armored warships, but the Ordnance Depart-
ment could do little for them.18 
While the British were conditioning their warships for 
sea duty, General McClellan set up a Military Armament 
Board to decide on the number and kind of guns needed both 
15Thomas, Lincoln, PP• 281-282. 
1638th Gong.~ 2d Seas.~ Senate, Rep. Comm. 121~ P ·• 44. 
17Thomas, Lincoln, P• 282. 
1838th Gong., 2d Seas., Senate, Rep. Comm. 121, P• 67. 
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for field batteries and for permanent fortifications. 
The Board'e roster was impressive. Old, but still vigor-
oue Brigadier General Joeeph Totten, ch!ef of the Engin-
eer Corps, presided. Other members were General Ripley, 
Captain Rodman of the Ordnance Department, and McClellan's 
chiefs of artillery, reserve artillery, and engineers. By 
McClellan's request, Dahlgren sat with the Board in an 
effort to harmonize the calibers and projectiles of Army 
and Navy artillery; the Navy, of course, was outvoted six 
to one, and Dahlgren ceased to attend the meetings. On 
Decamber 2, 1861, as the Britieh made ready to demand the 
release of Mason and Slidell, the Military Armament Board 
began its sessions. 
Doubtless appreciating the significance of what the 
Board was discussing, Lincoln took an active intereet in 
ita proceedings. On December 5, for example, he sent Gen-
eral Totten a letter from the agent of a gun founder nam~d 
Norman Wiard, whom Gideon Welles numbered among the 11 dia·-
appointed contractors 11 favored by the President. On General 
Ripley's motion the letter was tabled. 
Undiacouraged by General Ripley, Lincoln next sent an 
inventor named Obadiah Hopkins to show the Board his methods 
for "mounting, protecting and manouvring" guns, both in 
forts and on shipboard. The Board made short work of Hop-
kins's models and drawings, reporting that "while the in-
246 
venter has displayed much ingenuity, they cannot recommend 
his arrangement for adoption." Then they took up the .arm-
ament of Fort Warren and Fort Independence. But the next 
day Hopkins asked the Board to reserve judgment until the 
day after, when at the President's request h.e would bring 
in a working model of his carriage, mounted with small 
brass guns. So on December 12, 1861, Lincoln and the 114il~ 
itary Armament Board watched Hopkins fire his toy cannt:m. 
fhe Board's doubts were not disarmed by Lincoln's interest 
in the Hopkins carriage. They merely conceded that in Cap-
tain Dahlgren's absence they could not judge the naval as-
19 
pect of the question. 
The next day, Friday, December 13, 1861, was an ill-
starred one for Obadiah Hopkins. He turned up that morn-
ing for a private interview with General Totten, and after 
some perfunctory remarks about the value and importance of 
his inventions, came to the point. Hopkins offered the 
proud old soldier, veteran of fifty-six years' service, 
a half interest in the inventions in return for Totten!1 s 
influence toward adopting them. When he could speak, Totten 
ordered the man out of the room. Then he wrote an immediate 
account of the incident to President Lincoln, "in order that 
you may not be further imposed on by an unworthy man." 20 
19ord. Off., "Ordnance Board Reports, 1860-1870 11 , 10'9E. 
20Totten to Lincoln, Dec. 13, 1861, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
247 
After the Hopkins contretemps Lincoln came to no more 
Board meetings, for which General Ripley was probably not 
sorry. But on Elhristmas Day, when Lincoln and his Cab:lnet 
met in a four hour discussion of the British ultimatum:, 
Lincoln may well have used what he had learned from the 
Board about the North's vulnerability in support of hi:! 
stand for release of Mason and Slidell. The Cabinet d:ls-
persed not yet convinced, but a night's rumination permitted 
them to digest the unpalatable truth. Next day, Secretary 
Seward sent his note to the British announcing that th~e 
Confederate envoys would be released. 21 As if to show the 
interrelation of ordnance and diplomacy, the Military .firm-
ament Board suspended its sessions after that day. When it 
met again to wind up its affairs - on St. Valentine's day, 
appropriately enough - peace prevailed between the English-
speaking nations. 22 In the new atmosphere, the Board's 
recommendations as to coastal armament brought little action 
- until the Monitor-Merrimac battle, 11 when the authorities 
seemed to receive a new impulse. 1123 
A few days after the Hopkins affair, an inventor named 
Paul Franklin Jones came to Lincoln with a plan for a coast-
al gun mount, with a worm gear elevating mechanism and a 
21Thomas, Lincoln, P• 283. 
22ord. Off., "Ordnance Board Reports, 1860-1870 11 , 109E. 
2338th Gong., 2d Sess., Rep. Comm. 121, P• 179. 
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rack and pinion arrangement for traver~ing. Perhap~ r•~mem­
bering the Hopkins epi~ode, Lincoln sent Jones to see Clen-
eral Totten, who thought the Jones device too costly ~1d 
delicate but advised that it be submitted to a regular ord-
nance officer. 24 Major Benton reported on the device aa.t the 
end of January, 1862. Not onlydld the gun mount proposed 
by Jones cost half again as much as the entire carriage 
then in use, but it wa~ also more apt to be damaged by enemy 
fire and its fragments were apt to injure the gun crew. Be-
sidlis, the newest gun~, which were almost balanced on their 
trunnions, could be moved quite as easily with handspikes 
in the traverse wheels and elevated by using the ratchet cut 
into the rear of the breech. 25 Early in the following June, 
Senator Browning took a fancy to the Jones gun mount when 
he saw it at the Arsenal. "Seems to me a great invention," 
he noted in his diary. At half past six the Saturday evening 
following, the Senator and Mrs. Browning went with Jones 
to the Vfuite House. The President was doubtless as good 
company as ever, but Major Benton's report had been enough 
for him.26 
In the spring of 1862, John B. Atwater of Ripon, Wiscon-
~in, . interested President Lincoln in a new system of J~ifling 
24Totten to Lincoln, Jan. 2, 1862, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
25ord. Off., 11 Exper. 11 , classes 8&3, Ex-2-63t. 
26Browning, Diary, I, 548, 549. 
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for cannon and small arms. Atwater proposed to cut short 
a number of the gun's lands - the ridges separating th~3 
grooves - at some distance from the muzzle, on the theory 
that after that point their contribution to rotation was 
not worth their friction against the projectile. President 
Lincoln gave Atwater an order for a trial of his system in 
comparison with others at the Washington Arsenal; but though 
an Atwater rifled gun was tried, no other was fired with it.27 
So far as any evidence shows, Lincoln's connection with the 
Atwater rifling system ended there; yet for many months At-
water and his associates enjoyed remarkable co8peration 
from both ordnance bureaus in testing the inventor's ideas. 28 
A high-water mark of Civil War enthusiaem for rifled 
cannon came with their impressive effect on Fort Pulaski 
in April, 1862.29 Second thoughts presently arose. Diffi-
culties were met in imparting rotation to the heaviest pro-
jectiles, and as for naval guns and light field guns, the 
ricochet fire which had so delighted Lincoln could only be 
depended on from smooth-bores.30 (The latter consideration 
vanished in later years, as artillery moved farther and 
farther back from its targets and at last quite out of sight.) 
Nevertheless, Parrott guns held undisputed sway in siege 
27ord. Off., 11 Inv.", class la, #237. 28~., see Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., 11 Exam. of Inv.", 
III, V, and VI, passim; also George D. Ramsay to George Rice, 
Oct~ 8, 18631 Ord. Off., Misc. Letters Sent. 2~Battles and Leaders, II, . l0-11. 
30Ibid., I, 233n; 38th Gong., 2d Sass., Senate, Rep .• Comm. 
121,-p:-6. 
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artillery and account9d for about one fifth of th~ Nav1's 
guns.31 Lincoln knew that large Parrott guns meant siege 
operations. 11Your call for Parrott guns from Washington 
alarms me - ch.tefly because it argues indefinite procrast-
ination, 11 he wrote McC.lellan in May, 1862~2 
The President ~aid a visit that June in the only foundry 
where Parrott guns were made, that of Parrott himself at 
Cold Spring, New York. The occasion was Lincoln's confer-
~nce with old General Scott at nearby West Point.33 Rain 
fell in torrents that afternoon, Jun~ 24, 1862, and West 
Pointers wallowed in mud, but Lincoln was always ready to 
look at guns. Over at the foundry he watched trials of 
one hundred and two hundred pounder Parrott rifled guns. 
"The practice was splendid," said a reporter, 11 and afford-
ed the President the greatest pleasure. He went all through 
the works, and exhibited great interest in what he witnessed. 11 34 
Perhaps Lincoln met Captain Ben~t in the course of his tour 
through the foundry. What the President saw is suggested 
by a letter written from the foundry a couple of weeks. 
later: 
The Foundry is in full blast with everything in 
the Ordnance line - one can hardly worm his way 
through the piles of shot, shells for Rifles -
3138th Cong., 2d Seas., Senate, Rep. Comm. 121, p.22. 
32Lincoln, Works, V, 203. 
33New York Tribune, June 25, 1862. 
~4New York Herald, June 26, 1862. 
and the machine shop, foundry and boring mill 
contain nothing but Rifled Parrotta of all 
sizes - Wonderful place.35 
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That night the President returned to Washington, and three 
days later Parrott shipped a large number of his guns to 
McClellan's army as it fought the bloody battles of the 
Seven Days near Ricbmond.36 
Thus Lincoln's interest in big guns embraced the making 
of them as well as the designing, testing, and using of 
them. And while the need for relaxation played its pa:rt 
in that interest, the President's basic motive was his never 
resting concern for anything that might bring the Union 
speedier victory. 
35John D. Brandt to Henry A. Wise, July 9, 1862, Wise 
Pa~~rs. 
~ Brandt to Wise, June 24 1 1862, ibid.; New York Tribune, 
June 26, 1862; Brandt to Wise, June 27 1 1862, Wise Papers. 
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CHAPTER XV 
RIPLEY'S NARROW ESCAPE 
On the second day of 1862, President Lincoln and Assist-
ant Secr~tary of the Navy Gustavus v. Fox drove down to 
the Navy Yard to watch the firing of a 150-pounder cannon.l 
Afterward they went with Dahlgren to his quarters, the big 
brick house where Lincoln had been so cheerful at th& wedding 
of Captain Buchanan's daughter. A change had been wrought 
since then by the energetic new commandant, Captain Dahlgren. 
Grading and graveling, for example, had recently made the 
approaches to the wharves and slips permanently hard smd dry. 
The big, flat mud-hole on the west side of the Yard was now 
a fine avenue of gravel and cinders leading to the ordnance 
department. 2 But national affairs were not so tidily in 
band, and the President was unpleasantly aware of that fact. 
He sat and talked a while with Dahlgren, not disguising his 
depression. Speaking of an expedition that was late in get-
ting under way, Lincoln observed with much feeling: "No one 
is ready." 3 
1M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 354. 
~ashington Star, Jan. 3, 1862. 
-Dahlgren, ms. memoir, P• 112. 
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And the President's gloom and impatience deepened as 
the days passed. uHave arms gone forward for East-Tenr!ess-
ee?" he asked General Buell on January 4. But the arms had 
not gone forward. 4 11Delay is ruining us, 11 he told General 
Halleck, t•and it is indispensable for me to have something 
definite." And Halleck protested: "I have no arms.u5 That 
evening, January 7, at a White House reception, Lincolr1 
seemed 11 a little careworn11 to the correspondent of the WaBb.-
ington Star. 6 On January 10, Lincoln sent Secretary Cameron 
a copy of a letter just received from General :f:ialleck. "It 
is exceedingly discouraging,u the President wrote. ttAs 
everywhere else, nothing can be done. 117 That same day, Lin-
. 
coln wandered into Quarter.master General Meigs's office, 
just moved to the Winder Building. He took a chair in front 
of the open fire and said, "General, what shall I do? The 
people are impatient; Chase has no money and he tells me 
he can raise no more; the General of the Army has typhoid 
fever. The bottom is out of the tub. What shall I det?"8 
Attorney General Bates gave Lincoln some advice in Cabinet 
meeting that day: 11 I urged upon the Prest. to tak& and act 
9 
out the powers of his place, to camrnand the conunanders. 11 
4Lincoln, Works, V, 90. 
5Ibid., v, 92. ~Washington ~, Jar1 8, 1862. 
Lincoln, Works, V, 95. 8Montgomery c. Meigs, "General M. c. Meigs on the Conduct 
of the Civil War",American Historical Review, XXVI, 292 (Jan., 
1921). 
9Bates, Diary, P• 223. 
Lincoln was about to do just that. On the very next day, 
in fact, he began by deciding to make Edwin M. Stanton 
Secretary of War.10 
By mid-January of 1862, Simon Cameron had given offense 
in too many ways to be longer tolerated as Secretary or 
War. His carelessness and profligacy in awarding con·t.racts 
and his brazen effort to capture abolitionist support by 
inserting in his annual reportto 0ongress a plea for 
emancipation and military enlistment of slaves persuaded 
Lincoln to name him, willy-nilly, as minister to Russia, 
when that conveniently distant post fell vacant.ll Into 
his place came his former adviser and the sometime Attorney 
General in Buchanan's cabinet, Edwin M. Stanton. In nam-
ing Stanton, Lincoln ignored the rude snub administered to 
him by that Pittsburgh lawyer in the McCormick versus 
Manny case of half a dozen years before; and if he knew 
about them, he also overlooked the slurs and epithets 
flung at the President behind his back by the same stubby, 
whiskered, ill-tempered conniver. For all his churlish 
outbursts and bullyings, Stanton offered the nation a 
combination of energy, loyalty, and integrity that was 
hard to match. The new Secretary wasted no time in digging 
his spurs into the War Department. 11 As soon as I can get 
i~Lincoln, Works, V, 96-97. 
Thomas, Lincoln, 293-294. 
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the machinery of the office working, the rats cleared out, 
and the rat holes stopped, we shall move 11 he wrote a New _, 
York new~paperman.l2 
As Stanton was taking the War Department in hand, a 
difficulty arose which ended President Lincoln's patience 
with General Riplay. It wa~ a question of mortar boats. 
The little streams of Virginia, running eastward, were 
barrier~ to the Union advance; but the rivers of the West, 
running south, were breaches in the Confederate defense. In 
the river warfare which geography had ordained for the West, 
naval vessel~ would have to come close to enemy forts under 
certain circumstances, and so it was conceived that the 
Navy should borrow the high an&le fire provided by Army mor-
tars. Then shells could be propped down into rebel forts 
instead of being hurled harmlessly against embankments or 
clearing the forts altogether. In July, 1861, therefore, 
Assistant Secretary of the Navy Gustavus Fox and Quarter-
master General Montgomery Meigs met with Major General John 
C. Frbmont, who had charge of military operations on the 
Missi~sippi, and the three men discussed the faasibility of 
building a fleet of ~mall mortar boats for the Mississippi. 
The decision being left with him, General Fr&mont ordered 
late in August that thirty-eight ~all mortar boats be built 
l~rank A. Flower, Edwin McMasters Stanton, (Akron, Ohio, 
1905), P• 125. 
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and eight steam tugs to mov& tham.l3 
In November, the enterprising Commander David D. Porter 
incorporat&d the mortar boat idea into his plan for the 
capture of New Orleane, except that inetead of being rafts 
towed by tugs, Porter's mortar boats were to be schooners. 
Porter communicated his enthusiasm to Secretary Welles, 
Assistant Secretary Fox, and President Lincoln. McClellan 
was won over, Lincoln approved the venture, and in December, 
Porter set briskly to work getting his mortar flotilla in 
readiness. Twenty big thirteen-inch mortars were ordered 
from a Pittsburgh foundry, and the beds for them were ordered 
from Cooper, Hewitt and Company of Trenton, New Jersey.l4 
Porter peppered the Pittsburgh foundry, Knap, Rudd, and 
Company, with letters and telegrams until it gave his order 
priority over others. Lieutenant Henry A. Wis• of the Navy's 
Bureau of Ordnance and Hydrography went at the mortar··bed 
business with a will. 11 We are at it here night and day in 
getting off the mortar fleet, and then, stand from under," 
he wrote on the day before Christmas.l5 Cooper and Hewitt 
organized the mortar-bed order with three other establish-
menta. Such mortar-beds had to be more than the single-
piece cast iron affairs used in the past; the huge new thir-
13sattles and Leaders, I, 283-284. 
14Richard s. West, Jr., The Second Admiral: A Life of 
Dai~d Dixon Porter (New York, 1937}, pp. 113-116. 
Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navies 
in the War of the R&bellion (hereafter cited as Official 
Records, Navies) (30 vola., Washington, D. C., 1894-1927}, 
series L, XXII, 469. 
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teen-inch mortars required a ton and a half of wrought-iron 
and woodwork, with roller-rings, recoil-buffer, slide frame, 
and other pieces. Nevertheless, Abram s. Hewitt organized 
production with such efficiency that by January 6, 1862, 
he was able to write Wise: 11 We have now delivered fifteen 
of the mortar-beds, and the remaining six beds will be com-
pleted this week. 11 16 The Navy was pleased and rather self-
satisfied about the progress of Porter's mortar boats. 11 W& 
are confident of doing great things with them, 11 wrote Fox.l7 
The mortar boat project set going by Fr~mont languished 
meanwhile. Thirty mortars had been ordered from Knap, Rudd, 
and Company as early as August 1, 1861, but Porter had di-
verted them to his flotilla.l8 In contrast to the New Orleans 
expedition, the gunboat flotilla of Flag-Offic&r Andrew H. 
Foote was attached to the Ar.my, and General Halleck had no 
confidence in the mortar boat scheme. When Halleck took 
command, Foote was ready to have the mortars sent from Pitts-
burgh and to have mortar-beds made in fourteen days at St. 
Louis, but Halleck refused to give him authority to do so.19 
More might have come of Halleck's refusal had not Foote him-
self shared the general's views on mortar boats. 20 All 
thirty-eight of the boats arrived at St. Louis on January 4, 
16Allan Nevins, Abram s. Hewitt; with Some Account of 
Peter Cooper {New York, 1935), PP• 199-201. 
1'70fficial Records, Navies:, series 1, XXIl:jl 472. 
18Ibid., 295; West, Porter, p. 118. 
19official Records, Navies, series 1, XXII, 489. 20Ibid., 471. 
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1862, and Foote reported many of them to be leaking badly.21 
A week later he wrote Fox in plain terms, knowing that his 
report would be given to the President: 
With reference to the mortar boats, I only wish that 
you could see them; their magazines are merely square 
holes in the timbers banded together forming the 
boat, and of course most of them leak •••• They will 
leak more and more. Some of our best officers have 
no better opinion of these rafts or boats than I 
have; still this is unofficial. It is my business 
to let the Government judge, and I am to obey orders, ••• 22 
President Lincoln was deeply interested in Foote's 
flotilla just then. General Ulysses s. Grant had seized 
Paducah, Kentucky, late in 1861, and was preparing to move 
down the Tennessee River, supported by Foote's vessels, in 
~ campaign which he and Lincoln hoped would drive a wedge 
into the body of the South and rescue the loyalists of Ken" 
tucky and Tennessee. The President was anxious to do any• 
thing that would contribute to the campaign's success, and 
unlike Flag-Officer Foote, he thought that the mortar boat 
flotilla would be such a contribution. Commander Porter's 
November lecture on the value of mortar boats had been thor-
ougaly absorbed by the President. And the President was not 
alone in support of the mortar boats, for a naval officer 
who made a reconnaissance of the Tennessee River on January 
6, 1862, reported: "on these narrow streams, with their 
210fficial Records, Navie s, series 1, XJII, 484. 
22Ibid., 492. 
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usually contracted channels, it would appear to me very 
necessary to have the assistance of mortars in reducing 
earthworks as strong and complete as those on the Tennessee 
a,nd Cumberland have been made.tt 23 It was with a sense of 
shock and anger that President Lincoln received the first 
inklings of unreadiness in the mortar boat project. 
On January 10, 1862, that black Friday on which the 
President had so disconsolately unburdened himself to 
Meigs before the open fire in the Winder Building, the matter 
came up in Cabinet meeting. 11 We had a free consultation," 
noted Attonney General Bates in his diary, 11 which disclosed 
great negligence, ignorance and lack of preparation and 
forethought. Nothing is ready •••• The boats and bomb-rafte 
at Cairo are not ready - not manned - Indeed we do not ~ 
that the mortars have reached there •••• I urged upon the 
Prest. to take and act out the powers of his place, ••• and 
especially to order regular periodical reports, shewing the 
exact state of the army, everywhere. 11 Lincoln acted prompt-
lyon Bates's advice, if, indeed, he did not anticipate it. 
On January 10, that same turbulent day, Fox wired Foote: 
The President desires immediately a full report 
of the number of your gunboats, armament, crew, 
etc., and full particulars relative to the mortar 
boats, number in commission, number of mortars 
mounted, number of mortars ready to mount, etc., 
23otficial Records, Navies, series 1, XXII, 485. 
24Bates, Diary, P• 223. 
the time of completion of all boats, etc. 
Acknowledge receipt of thia.25 
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On January 11, while Foote sent frantic wires to St. Louis 
for the officer who had been more or leas in charge of 
preparing the mortar boats and to Colonel John Symington, 
the superannuated commandant of the Al legheny Arsenal in 
Pittsburgh, General Ripley submitted a long report on 
the ar.ming of the Foote flotilla.26 Ripley showed that all 
the ordnance articles requested of him by or for Foote had 
been supplied, except for 750 barr8la of cannon powder soon 
27 to be ready. 
Foote's answer to the wire of January 10 had been long, 
querulous, and self-exculpating, but devoid of facta on the 
number of mortars on hand. On the thirteenth, Foote at 
last trangmitted a wire from Symington at Pittsburgh say-
ing that four mortars and beds had gone to Porter's flotilla 
at New York, four more were to be sent to Porter the next 
week, and only one more was ready.28 On the seventeenth, 
General McClellan asked Flag-Officer Foote a distinctly 
leading question: "if it would be of much advantage in any 
expedition up the Tennessee or Cumberland to have the mor-
tar boats armed. 1129 As soon as McClellan's hint reached 
him, Foote replied that he did not think the mortar boats 
25official Records, Navies, aeries 1, XXII, 491. 26Ripley to Lincoln, with enclosures, Jan. 11, 1862, 
R. 27. Lincoln Coll. Idem. 
280f1Icial Records, Navies, aeries 1, XXII, 497. 
29Ibid., 505. 
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would be much help, e~en if they were armed, and that 
the gunboats could do the job by themselvea.30 
But Lincoln was not to be fobbed off with cries of 
"sour grapes." On January 22, he stalked into the Bureau 
of Ordnance and Hydrography 11 very much put out at the delay 
of the war off ice. 11 To Lincoln' a mind, much of the blame 
rested on the shoulders of old General Ripley, although to 
an observer with fuller knowledge of the facts than the 
President it seems fairer to blame Halleck's obstructionism 
and Foote's ill-concealed hostility toward the mortar boat 
project. After all, Foote had not asked Ripley for the 
mortars and mortar-beds, which had been originally ordered 
for the flotilla by the Navy Ordnance Bureau. But Lincoln 
did not have all the facts before him, and he did know that 
Lieutenant Wise had been prompt in supplying Porter with 
mortar-beds, so he took the matter out of the hands of Foote 
and Halleck and told Wise to "put it through.u31 
Lieutenant Henry Augustus Wise, United States Navy, 
was first cousin to Henry Alexander Wise, the fire-eating 
Governor of Virginia who had let John Brown hang. 32 The 
naval officer was more ciruumspect, as well as more loyal. 
"I lil.Dl no politician," wrote he, 11 but I listen to what people 
say.u33 Born at the Brooklyn Navy Yard during the adJMm-
;~Official RecaTds, Navies, series 1, XXII, 511•512. 
32Ibid., 518. Diet. Am. Biog., XX, 425, 11 Henry Augustus Wise". 
33£t. H. A. Wise to Hon. H. A. Wise, July 13, 1856, Henry 
Alexander Wise Papers, Library of Congress. 
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istration of President Monroe, he died in Naples during 
that of Grant; and the life he lived wetween those two 
points of time and place matched them in color and divers-
ity. In his half-century, the self-styled listener heard 
much and saw much. During the Mexican War, for example, 
a swarthy complexion and a knowledge of Spanish permitted 
him to carry important dispatches whrough the enemy lines 
to Mexico City. Under the name of 11 Harry Gringos", he wrote 
books on his adventures in South America and on various 
other continents. 34 In 1860, Wise toured the Orient aboard 
the u. s. S. Niagara, bound for Japan with a lively company, 
including Lieutenant Colonel James w. Ripley. 35 Another 
traveler, listener, and writer, William H. Russell of the 
London Times, was much pleased with the "lively, pleasant, 
and amusing little sailor,u and he waw much of the gay 
Lieutenant while in Washington. 36 
Wise enjoyed life and its pleasures, including those 
of the hop and the grape. 11 The fact is you dont drink 
enough," he wrote his cousin, the Virginia politician, in 
1857~ 11 a little old brandy is better than pills. 1137 And 
his vinous relaxations persisted into wartime. Russell sent 
him an illmminating note of apology one morning in 1862: 
3~ict. Am. Biog., XX, 425. 
35Allan B. Cole (ed.), ttprivate Journal of Henry A. Wise, 
U.S.N., on board Frigate Niagara 1860 11 , Pacific Historical 
Rev~ew, September, 1942. 
:; Russell, My Diary, pp. 178-, 180, 187, 192, 195, 213. 
37Lt. H. A. Wise to Hon. H. A. Wise, Mar. 3, 1857, Wise Papers, 
Library of Congress. 
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They tell me I was very rude to you last night 
apropos of the Merrimac - I know I can't have been 
so but as I had no dinner & took my tipple as is I 
had two dinners ••• I am constrained to ask you what 
I said or if I really am the victim of chaff. You 
know well I could not intentionally offend you & 
yet they say you looked quite glum at something.38 
Wise's convivial and enthusiastic nature made him many 
more friends than enemies. He and Dahlgren got along 
well, at least while the latter was in Washington. "Dahl-
gren has no equal iri ordnance in the world," Wise had 
written his cousin in 1856, 11 and his guns will eound his 
name forever." 39 Dahlgren could hardly help liking any-
one with such opinions, even though not so fulsomely deliv-
ered to their subject. And President Lincoln took a liking 
to the urbane and witty Lieutenant Wise as he had also to 
Commander Dahlgren and Major Ramsay. 
With President Lincoln and Lieutenant Wise expediting 
matters, things began to stir. At Lincoln's direction, Wise 
telegraphed Foote to get the mortar boats ready 11 at the 
earliest possible moment, 11 to let the President know what 
was needed and what was being done about it, and to send 
Wise a daily telegram for the President stating progress in 
40 
"the mortar business." . Privately, Wise wrote Foote that 
day that the President was "stirring up the army ordnance 
with a sharp stick about mortars. 11 11 Now, 11 Lincoln had told 
38Russell to Wise, no date, Wise Papers, New York Hist. 
Soc., II, 50, 
39Lt. H. A. Wise to Ron. H. A. Wise, Dec. 10, 1856, Wise 
Pauars, Library of Congress. 
~ Official Records, Navies, series 1, XXII, 516. 
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Wise, 11 I am going to devote a part of every day to these 
mortars and I wont leave off until it fairly rains Bombs."41 
President Lincoln at first 11 was perplexed to know how 
to get matters straight, 11 wrote Lieutenant Wise later, 11 but 
when he put me on the track I made it clear to him.u42 One 
of the things which Wise evidently made clear was where to 
turn for mortar-beds. On January 23, 1862, the day that 
Lincoln's 11 sharp stick" began to stir up the Army Ordnance 
Department, General Ripley wired to Abram s. Hewitt of 
Cooper, Hewitt and Company for thirty mortar-beds at $700 
each, to be delivered with all possible dispatch.43 The 
President, according to Hewitt's account, wired also and 
appealed to the ironmaster to save Grant's Tennessee River 
campaign. Hewitt happened to be President of the American 
Telegraph Company; . as soon as he got Lincoln's appeal, he 
opened a telegraphic conversation with Major Rodman of the 
Watertown Arsenal, where a model mortar-bed was under con-
struction. Rodman, rising to the occasion, took it on his 
own responsibility to ship the model i~~ediately. Hewitt 
acted with amazing speed and competence, enlisting the aid 
of other companies to make various parts, cajoling, threat-
ening, and organizing. On January 24 he wired Ripley that 
arrangements would be completed that day, and that after 
!~Lincoln, V"vorks, V, 108. 
Official Records, lavies, series 1, XXII, 650. 
43ord. Off., "Purchases by Contract, 1861-1867 11 , P• 7. 
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two weeks to get the materials in hand, the mortar-beds 
would be turned out at the rate of one per day. That pre-
diction must have astounded Ripley, but Hewitt promptly 
outdid it. On January 29 ~· he was able to promise completion 
of the entire order by February 15, and in fact, all thirty 
beds were finished by February 14, 1862.44 
Lincoln seemed to find his role as de facto Chief of 
Ordnance to his taste. Old Colonel Symington wired him in 
a state of perplexity as to whether the mortars whould go 
to Porter or to Foote; Lincoln directed Stanton to make a 
11 p~remptory order 11 on the Colonel to send all his mortars 
and mortar-beds to Foote until otherwise ordered. 45 On that 
same day, January 24, there was a significant interchange 
between Lincoln and Stanton. 11 In my opinion, 11 wrote the 
Secretary ofa War, "the success of military operations and 
the safety of the country require some changes to be made 
in the Bureau of Ordnance, and perhaps some others, in 
order to secure more vigor and activity; and I desire to 
have your sanction for making them. 11 To which the President 
replied: "The Secretary of War has my authority to exercise 
his discretion in the matter within mentioned. 1146 
·what the President meant by 11 the matter within mentioned 11 :r 
44Nevins, Hewitt, PP• 201-204. 
45Lincoln, Works, V, 110. 
46Idem. 
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was put more bluntly by Lieutenant Wise in a letter to 
Flag-Officer Foote: 
With reference to the mortar rafts, Uncle Abe, 
as you already know, has gone into that business 
with a will, making his first demonstration, enw 
tre nous, by pitching General Ripley out of his 
Ordnance. Bureau.47 
Others heard about the imminent retirement of old General 
Ripley. Assistant Secretary of the #avy Fox mentioned it 
in a letter of January 27, tn which he shed copious croco-
dile tears at the Army's discomfiture. 11 I doubt," he wrote, 
11 if the history of any war ever furnished such an exposure." 
Porter's mortar flotilla was about to sail. 11 I think their 
success under ~orter will shame the Army people for their 
great crime in neglecting these boats.n48 And to spur on 
the Trenton Iron Works, Abram Hewitt wrote them on alanuary 
29 that 11his omission to provide the beds in time has cost 
General Ripley his place at the head of the Ordnance Bureau. 1149 
But the reports were a year and a half ahead of the 
event. Lincoln and Stanton, doubtless to their s~rprise, 
could find no one to ri•place the old Chief of Ordnance. 
Major Rodman at Watertown was brilliant as a technical ex~ 
pert, but his administrative talents were not phenomenal, 
and the fact that he drew royalties from one of his ord~ 
nance inventions also disqualified him from a position in 
47official Records, Navies, series 1, XXII, 523. 
48Ibid., 522. 
49Nevins, Hewitt, p. 203. 
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which he would pass judgment on arms contracts. Major 
Alexander B. Dyer had done a good job as commander of the 
vital Springfield Arsenal, a major source of army rifles, 
and so Secretary Stanton summoned the efficient Virginian 
to Washington. Stanton offered Dyer the command of the 
Ordnance Department, but Dyer was reluctant to take it, 
though he was ready, he said, to obey any order that was 
given him. The Major was just then organizing large scale 
production at Springfield, and he thought his services 
would be worth more there than in Washington. Another 
possible motive for his reluctance on which Dyer was silent 
was the fact that Ripley had got him his promotion to 
Springfield ju~t a few months before. 50 In mid-March, the 
Secretary of War rather desperately offered Ripley's post 
to the ailing old Brigadier General Ethan Allen Hitchcock, 
who declined, as soon as he had recovered from his astonish-
ment.51 At last, said Stanton later, 11 I concluded not to 
make any change just at that time, and not until I had 
become further acquainted with the business of the office. 1152 
Some consolation was afforded Lincoln and Stanton by 
the appointment of Peter H. Watson as Assistant Secretary 
of War. Watson, a short, stocky, red-bearded Scot, had been 
50oyer Inquiry, I, 193. 
51Ethan Allen Hitchcoek, Fifty Years in Camp and Field 
(New York, 1909), PP• 438~439. 
52Dyer Inquiry, II, 399. 
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banished from British soil for participating in the Can-
53 
adia.n Rebellion of 1837. By January 23, 1862, when Lincoln 
nominated hLm for Assistant Secretary of War, Watson was 
acclaimed as "probably the first patent lawyer in the 
United States; a business man of great industry, clear head, 
and sterling integrity. 1154 The income he gave up to take 
his new post was several times the salary he would receive 
in it. 55 Watson, Stanton, and Lincoln were all engaged by 
Manny in the celebrated McCormick versus Manny reaper case 
of 1855 - the case in which Stanton had insulted the future 
PreBident. Painful aB was hiB personal experience, Lincoln 
learned in that case to respect tne abilities of both Wat-
son and St anton. 56 After the incident, Watson and Stanton 
became close friends and so remained until Stanton' B death. fi l 
Watson had much to do with Stanton's appointment as Secrew 
tary of War; for Watson had suggested the appointment to 
Secretary Seward, and Seward's influence was strong in de-
ciding Lincoln.5l 
Watson knew something about weapons, picked up in the 
course of his career as a patent attorney; and so when he 
became Assistant Secretary, Stanton put him in charge of 
5~~lower, Stanton, p. 293; Watson's appearance is described 
in William E. Doster, Lincoln and Episodes of the Civil War 
(New York, 1915), p. 126. 
54wa shington ~' Jan. 24, 1862. 55rdem. 
56Robert Henry Parkinson, 11The Patent Case That Lifted 
Lincoln into a Presidential Candidate", Abraham Lincoln 
guarterly, September, 194~. 
5'/Flower, Stanton, p. 116. 
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ordnance matters. 11 While Mr. Watson was there, 11 said 
Stanton later, 11 I considered him to be an expert. I was 
not an expert myself •••• I think, while he remained with 
me, I never did any act in that regard without consultation 
with him and the concurrence of his j•dgment, or upon his 
repJ:oesentations. "58 And Ripley's successor corroborated 
the statement. "Mr. Watson,n said he, "had immediate 
charge of the Ordnance Office; we had very little direct 
communication with the Secretary of War. tt 59 .'l'hua while 
Lincoln and Stanton perforce suffered Ripley to remain as 
Shi~f of Uf>,dnance 1 their minds were set at rest by the con-
soling thought that Watson was there to watch over him. 
It would have been kinder to General Ripley if the old 
man had been retired then and there; and kindness would not 
have~ been out of place in the case of an old soldier who 
had done well by his country, all forty-seven years of ser• 
vic~ considered. But Ripley remained, and with old Adjutant 
General Thomas he became a favorite butt of Stanton's bully• 
ing. Even one of Stanton's defenders, Charles A. Dana, ad-
mitted that 11 there were certain men in whom he had little 
faith, and I have heard him speak to soma of these in a 
tone of severity.n60 Ripley was one such whipping boy. Gen ... 
eral Hitchcock once recorded in his diary that Stanton had 
~~yer Inquiry, II, 400. 
Ibid., II, 523. 
60charles A. Dana, Recollections of the Civil War (New 
York, 1898), p. 159. 
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b&come "for the first time a little impatient towards mQ," 
and he added "I had often seen him in such a mood toward 
others - towards General Ripley and General Thomas, and 
once even towards General Meiga."61 An example of Stanton's 
11 impatiencet1 occurred on the occasion of the Merrimac• a 
app8arance off Fortress Monro&. Stanton found that th& 
fort had only two guns capable of injuri ng the Confederate 
ironclad, and one of them was not yet mounted. 11 It would 
be a wonderful reproach to your Department," he exclaimed 
to Hipl~y, t1if this big gun should not b& mounted when need-
ed. The civilized world would execrate the officer who did 
not have this gun in fighting order ready for an emergency. 
I would not answer for the neck of the man loaded with such 
a r li sponsibility. 1162 On another occasion, Ripley was per• 
emp·torily summoned to Stanton' a office, where Stanton was 
just then receiving the public. Ripley entered to find his 
chief standing by the window with a contractor and looking 
over a musket with a new kind of lock. Stanton asked the 
old General how many of that kind of lock he had ordered, 
and Ripley told him. 11Now, 11 said Stanton, scowling, "if 
you dare to adopt another musket of this kind, I'll dismiss 
you from the service .• " 11But Mr. Secretary," Ripley began 
to say. "Not another word,n snapped Stanton, "you can return 
~~Hitchcock, Fifty Years, P• 441. 
- ~Flower, Stanton, PP• 152•153. 
•··, :> ~. J.) 
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to your Bureau." Flushed and shaking as if struck with 
palsy, the white-haired veteran passed silently through 
the gawking crowd. 63 
While Ripley was entering upon his ordeal, President 
Lincoln, though visibly "worn with the cares of officen, 
was pushing the "mortar business" with unflagging vigor. 64 
Foote wired on the thirtieth of January that 11,400 shells 
had been order$d to Cairo instead of the 3000 needed, and he 
asked if some mistake had been made. 65 But Lincoln thought 
Foote had better keep all he got. The President wanted 
him to "rain the rebels out 11 and "treat them to a refresh-
ing shower of sulphur and brimstone." Wise, who relayed 
Lincoln's remarks, added that 11he is an evidently practical 
man, understands precisely what he wants, and is not turned 
aside by anyone when he has his work before him."66 
The heroic efforts of Abram Hewitt to get the mortar• 
beds done by St. Valentine's Day turned out to be not 
strictly necessary, for on January 28, Grant and Foote de~ 
cided to go ahead without the controversial mortar boats, 
and they justified their decision by taking Fort Henry on 
February 6 and Fort Donelson on February 16.67 But Lincoln, 
as Wise had said, was not to be turned aside. The daily 
63 Doster, Episodes of the Civil War, P• 119. 64Lincoln's careworn appearance on Jan. 28 was noted in 
the Washington Star, Jan. 29, 1862. 
o50fficial Records, Navies, series 1, XXII, 526. 
~*Ibid., 527. 
~., 524, 538, 595. 
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telegrams from Foote kept coming until well into March.68 
Lieutenant Wise took them in to the President at whatever 
moment, day or night, they arrived, and "as I rarely leave 
the wires before 2 or 3 o'clock in the morning," he wrote, 
"the telegrams never lie idle. 1169 The vexatious mortar 
boats were at last ready and did good service against Is-
land Number Ten in March and April; though Lincoln said 
wrily afterwards that after his weeks of telegraphing to 
get them ready, he had never been able to learn that the 
70 bombardment had killed one hostile soldier. 
Lincoln did not immediately relax his watchfulness over 
ordnance supplies. 11 The move for the Peninsula is now fair-
ly afoot, 11 noted Dahlgren in March. 11 The Potomac is crowd-
ed with every description of vessel carrying troops, horses, 
field guns - stores of all kinds - the President is con• 
stantly on the move, looking with deepest interest at the 
proceedings.n71 But as the appointment of Stanton allayed 
his anxiety about conditions in the War Department generally, 
so the appointment of Watson and his assignment to ordnance 
questions as a specialty gave President Lincoln some ease• 
ment even though Ripley remained. 
68otficial Records, Navies, series 1, XXII, 663. 
69 Ibid., 650. . 11 70-Meigs, "Meigs on Conduct of Civil War , loc. cit. 
71Dahlgren, ms. memoir. 
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CHAPTER XVI 
MORE ABOUT MACHINE GUNS 
While Lincoln and Lieutenant Wise were nputting through" 
the mortar business, the Coffee Mill Gun was being tried 
against the enemy somewhere along the Potomac . On January 
2, 1862, two of the ten guns bought by Lincoln in November 
-
were issued to Colonel John W. Geary's 28th Pennsylvania 
Volunteers, then guarding about twenty-four miles of the 
Potomac from Monocacy River to Antietam Creek. 1 Geary's 
Pennsylvanians were "somewhat actively engaged in skirmishes 
along the river" all that winter, and when in February 
McClellan's army crossed into Virginia at Harper's Ferry, 
the 28th took the lead, holding the town and the bridge-head.2 
During this time, the Coffee Mill Guns were given "repeated 
trials" by Companies A and B. 3 
At a discussion in Cooper Union,New York, on April 24, 
18621 one Captain Bartlett relayed news of the Coffee Mills 
in action: 
lord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1862, Gl98. 
2Re-union of the 28th & 147th Re iments Pennsylvan i a 
Volunt eers, Philadelphia, 1872 , pp. 4-5. 3ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1862, Gl98. 
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I saw at Washington last week a gun of novel 
construction which has proved very effective indeed 
in some of our skirmishes. It is a light rifle, 
mounted on wheels, throwing a l-inch bullet, and 
can be fired 200 times in a minute. Several of the 
Governors of the States have ordered it to be furn-
ished to their regiments, one or two guns to a reg-
iment. On one occasion one of these guns was 
brought to bear on a squadron of cavalry at 800 
yards, and it cut them to pieces terribly, quickly 
forcing them to fly. The charges are placed in 
steel cases which are placed in a hopper, and they 
are fired one at a time. The arrangements are such 
that there is no danger of the whole exploding at 
once.4 
The action described by Captain Bartlett sounds very much 
like one in which Geary's men engaged at Middleburg, Virginia, 
on March 29, 1862. In 1862 Middleburg was a quiet Virginia 
town of eight hundred population, containing three churches, 
seven stores, an academy, and a tobacco factory. On Satnr-
day, March 29, it also harbored Confederate cavalry and 
in~~try, opposing the advance of Colonel Geary's regiment. 
Geary's men drove in the rebel pickets outside the town 
and then entered to find the Confederate infantry in re-
treat, covered by a force of about 300 cavalry. "The enemy 
made a halt in a hollow beyond the town," reported the corr-
espondent of the Washington ~· "Companies of the 28th 
now opened on them from behind stone fences with their 
rifles, when the cavalry dashed off precipitately. 115 Since 
the action at Middleburg was the only pitched battle in which 
4sci. Amer., May 10, 1862. 
Bwashington ~tar, April 5, 1862. 
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the 28th engaged while it had its two Coffee Mill Guns, 
the town of Middleburg was probably the first place in 
which the modern machine gun was used in battle.6 
Lincoln's order of December 19, 1861, for fifty more 
Coffee Mill Guns had not l5pecifi:ed .an absolute price, only 
that the price should be 20% over cost. While Geary's 
men were trying two guns from Lincoln's November order, 
made by Woodward and Cox, Mills was busily trying to get 
the price for the second order set at $840 per gun.7 In 
this he did not succeed; the price finally paid to Frederick 
Avery of the American Arms Company in New York for making 
the fifty guns was $735 per gun.8 Mills did succeed in 
getting General Ripley to put his attitude toward the guns 
on record. On January 29, 1862, as his ~ctive career seemed 
about at an end, Ripley wrote: 11 It does not appear that 
Genl. McClellan wants these guns; and unless under a special 
call for the use of such guns in the Army I should not be 
disposed to recommend their purchase. 11 9 
As April came and McClellan's Peninsula Campaign got 
slowly under way, the Coffee Mills seemed to be in good 
repute. A New York colonel persuaded Avery to let him have 
one of the guns from Lincoln's second order, and it was vaed, 
6Association of the 28th and 147th Regiments ••• {Phila-
delphia, 187-), passim. 
7ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1862, WD241, 1863, WD498, 11 Inv.", 
class lc, #237. 
~40th Co~g., 2d Sess., House, Exec. Doc. 99, P• 736. 
9ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1863, WD498. 
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"with good effect," according to Avery, "at the battle of 
' Warwick Court House 1 • 1110 McClellan's ordnance chief, 
Colonel Kingsbury, asked for more, but on April 15 Ripley 
informed him that all had been issued.11 Another New Yorker, 
Brigadier General G. A. Scroggs, asked for some on April 
19. 11 This gun has already been furnished, as you are doubt-
less aware," Scroggs wrote Stanton, 11 to several regiments 
in the field, and has proved very efficient, & destructive 
to the enemy." 12 Ripley said the guns would be issued only 
if reports from the field were favorable.l3 
On April 23, the day Ripley endorsed Scroggs's letter, 
Colonel Geary made a terse and rather vague report on the 
Coffee Mill Guns used by his regiment: "After repeated trials 
of these guns, they have been found inefficient, and unsafe 
to the operators.ul4 It might seem that more details were 
in order; perhaps the unspecified defects might have been 
corrected. But Ripley asked Geary no questions. An adverse 
report was apparently all he wanted. 
Ripley's bliss was marred, however, by the attitude of 
General Fr~mont. The General did not share Geary's views 
on the Coffee Mill Gun~. On the contrary, he wired Ripley 
on April 26 that they had proved satisfactory in his command, 
and he asked for sixteen more immediately.l5 To this, Ripley 
1°ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1863, A437. 
llRipley to Kingsbury, Apr. 15, 1862, ibid., Misc. Letters Sent. 
12Ibid., Letters Rec 1 d, 1862, WD834. 13Idem. · 
14Ibid., Letters Rec'd, 1862, Gl98. 
15Ibid., Letters Rec'd, 1862, Fl38. 
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replied disingenuously that he had none on hand and was 
not aware that any had been ordered.l6 But Ripley had 
already told Geary to turn his two guns over to the Wash-
ington Arsenal 11 for safe keeping"; and the Chief of Ord-
nance must have known, as Frbmont promptly reminded him, 
that President Lincoln had ordered fifty guns in December.l7 
More serious is the suspicion that Ripley withheld certain 
pertinent information which he should have given the Presi-
dent. 
With his requisition for Coffee Mill Guns, Frbmont had 
sent a favorable report on the ones already used.l8 On May 
15, Lincoln's private secretary, Nicolay, sent over to the 
Ordnance Office for 11 Gen~:cFrbmont 1 s orisinal requisition 
for 'Coffee Mill Guns•." Evidently Frbmont or his emissary 
had appealed to the President. When Ripley sent Lincoln 
Frbmont's requisition, he did not send the favorable report 
that had originally accompanied it. Instead he sent Geary's 
unfavorable report, which the President had not asked for. 
Nicolay made a copy of the Geary report.l9 Frbmont 1 s re-
port disappeared from the files at about that time, for a 
contemporary document on another subject was given the file 
20 
number originally assigned to the report. Inasmuch as 
l6Ripley to Frbmont, Apr. 26, 1862, Ord. Off., Misc. 
Lei~ers Sent. Ripley to Geary, Apr. 26, 1862, ~.; ibid., Letters 
Rec'd, 1862, Fl40. 
~8Ibid., Letters Rec 1d, 1862, Fl44. 
19ibid., Letters Rec'd, 1862, N45, N47; Ripley to Nicolay, 
Ma11: :I"61l5] , 1862, Nicolay Papers. 
~0ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1862, Fl44. 
278 
Stonewall Jackson had just broken loose in the Valley of 
the Shenandoah and was keeping Fr~mont fully occupied, it 
is not incompatible with the evidence to suggest that 
Ripley was bold enough to remove Fr~mont's report from the 
files lest Lincoln should see it and be encouraged in his 
Coffee Mill folly. Neither, of course, can the supposition 
be proved. 
After Jackson had finished with Fr~mont in June, the 
beaten general went ahead and ordered two Coffee Mill guns 
from Woodward and Cox on his o~m re:!'POnsibility, paying 
the extravagant price of $1500 each.21 But he never had 
a chance to vindicate his extravagance, for a few days Later 
he was made subordinate to John Pope and therefore withdrew 
from the army. 22 
Perhaps Ripley was justified in his doubts of the Coffee 
Mill Gun, though not in his failure to remedy or try to rem-
edy its defects. The 31st New York used one in the Penin-
sula Campaign, but its colonel later said 11 it did not oper-
ate in a satisfactory manner being very defective in sever-
al important particulars~u23 And from Colonel Kingsbury 
came the following, on May 27, 1862: 
In reference to the twenty 11 Union Repeating 
Guns ·;~ which have been sent to this Army, it 
may be proper to state that I have been informed 
. " 2lord. Off., 11 0pen Purchase, 1861-1867 , P• 2. 22Allan Nevins, Fremont, the West's Greatest Adventurer 
(2 vola., New York, 1928), II, 642-643. 
23ord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , class lc, #277. 
that their performance is not equal to the re-
sults obtained at the Washington Arsenal, and 
that the cause may perhaps be due to inferior 
workmanship.24 
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Frederick Avery believed the gun's clouded reputation due 
solely to "improper usage and neglect. 11 25 But early in 
December, 1862, a trial of the Coffee Mill Gun at the 
Navy Yard showed considerable escape of gas at the breech 
and occasional failure to feed cartridges, flaws which fit 
Kingsbury's complaint of "inferior workmanship" and poss-
ibly Geary's charges of inefficiency and danger to the oper-
ators.26 Moreover, the problem of cooling the single barrel 
was a serious one. Yet all of those objections could have 
been overcome at the time - indeed, an effective cooling 
device wa.s. developed during the war. 27 
Though the federal government ordered no more Coffee 
Mill Guns, some found their way into the service through 
state purchases. Governor Curtin of Pennsylvania was en-
tranced by the weapon and announced his intention to equip 
every Pennsylvania regiment in the field with some. On June 
10, 1862, a Pennsylvania private wrote his sister about one 
of the Coffee Mill Guns in his regiment, the 83rd Pennsyl-
vania Volunteers: 
Our artillery and our artillerists are vastly 
24ord. Off., ~etters Rec'd, 1862, Kl74. 
25Ibid., Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, A401. 26Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., "Exam. of Inv.'', IV, 255-257. 
27Melvin M. Johnson, Jr., and Charles T. Haven, Automatic 
Weapons of the World (New York, 1945), P• 83. 
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superior to the rebels, and they are well aware 
of it. But of all the artillery, we have the 
greatest one yet in our regiment. We have a can-
non drawn by one horse that one man can fire two 
hundred times a minute by merely turning a crank. 
Every revolution fires one ball. It is a curious 
Yankee contrivance. The cartridges are put in a 
hopper, carried one by one round in a cylinder, 
shoved into the barrel and fired. It make a noise 
like the dogs of war let loose. The balls are 
only a size larger than our musket balls, a reg-
ular 11Minie ball." Don't you think one of those 
coffee mills would "weed out 11 a secesh regiment 
about as quickly as any tools they have? I under-
stand that every Pennsylvania regiment in the ser-
vice is to have them. All the Pennsylvania reg-
iments near here have tham.28 
By the end of summer, 1862, a new and improved machine 
gun had appeared on the scene and enlisted the favor of 
President Lincoln. It was the joint invention of James 
R. Haskell, a New York business man and inventor, and a 
Frenchman named Rafae1. 29 From the latter the gun took 
its name of Rafael Repeating Rifle or Rafael Repeater. 
11 I have examined Mr. Raphael's repeating rifle with 
great care," wrote John Ericsson to Secretary Stanton on 
May 19, 1862. 
It is a perfect instrument, based on sound mechan-
ical principles. By a simple application of trans-
verse reciprocating movements, exact and definite, 
the cartridge chamber is brought in line with the 
barrel; a perfectly tight joint being formed without 
any sliding movement across the joint of junction. 
Abrasion and wear are thereby prevented. The mode 
of filling and applying the sliding cartridge chamber 
280liver w. Norton, Army Letters, 1861-1865 (Chicago, 1903), 
P• 87. 
29Lincoln, Works, V, 365. 
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is certain and free from all danger. 
Mr. Raphael's invention forms one of the many 
strid~s which mechanical science is now making 
to render war too destructive, long to continue 
the disgrace of civilization. 
The true friend of human progre~s will cher-
ish such inventions. 
As a military man I express the opinion, that 
an army of 10,000 men supplied to a due extent 
with Mr. Raphael's rifle, will defeat an ar.my of 
30,000 men provided only with ordinary weapons 
- all other things being alike.30 
Early in June, Governor Morgan of New York wrote to Presi-
dent Lincoln enthusiastically about the Rafael gun. He him-
self had seen it tried with great success, and he urged 
Lincoln to give the inventors a hearing.31 
In June and July, the Rafael Repeater was tried out 
at the Washington Navy Yard with excellent rel!ill.lts. Using 
paper cartridges, it had remarkable accuracy and range with 
a rate of fire exceeding 100 shots per minute. "During the 
entire firing," said the report, "the gun was easily worked. 
No part of the Machinery became deranged or in any way out 
of order." 32 On August 2, John Ericsson wrote directly to 
President Lincoln in praise of the Rafael Repeater. "I 
have examined mhis formidable war instrument carefully and 
find it free from those imperfections which invariably de-
feat the usefulness of such contrivances," wrote Ericsson. 
"One regiment of intelligent men provided with one hundred 
30ord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , class lc, #277. 
31 # 3~bid., 278. 
at • .Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., 11 Exam. of Inv.n, IV, 17 ... 19. 
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of these effective weapons can most assuredly defeat and 
destroy a four-fold number of enemies.n33 
Ericsson's letter may have been delivered to Lincoln 
by a committee of gentlemen who appeared before the President 
on Augu5t 7, 1862, and induced him "to examine a newly in-
vented 'repeating' gun; the peculiarity of which was, that 
it prevented the escape of gas. 1134 Washington sweltered 
that afternoon in the oppressive heat of a Potomac summer. 35 
Lincoln was easily lured to the cool breezes of the Eastern 
Branch, near which the Rafael gun was to be shown, nor was 
he alone in his susceptibility, for the excursion waxed in 
attendance, gathering in Seward, Stanton, and other politic-
al notables along the way. 36 It became a sort of holiday 
from the heat. 
Dahlgren met the party at the Navy Yard and had the 
Rafael Repeater brought out for a demonstration. "The Pres-
ident spent two hours in witnessing the experiments, which 
were in every way successful," wrote the New York T~ibune 1 s 
~~~;::~~~~~~~:37 After the trial, Dahlgren took the party 
· aboard one of the 5teamers at the wharf, to rest and enjoy 
the cool breeze from the river. Lincoln was in a talkative 
mood. He reverted to a short speech he had made the day 
before to a Union meeting in front of the Capitol and en• 
33Ericsson to Lincoln, Aug. 2, 1862, R. T. Lincoln Ooll. 34oarpenter, Six Months in the White House, P• 155. ~~M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 378. 
37wash1ngton Star, Aug. 8, 1862. New York Tribune, Aug. 8, 1862. 
--------------------------.......... ... 
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larged upon it, "explaining, as far as it is possible to 
explain," wrote the Tribune reporter, 11 the blunders of the 
38 Spring and Summer campaign in Virginia." 
The Rafael Repeater came up for discussion~ "Well," 
said the President, perhaps with a mischievous glance at 
the Tribune man, 11 I believe this really does what it is 
represented to do. Now have any of you heard of any machine, 
or invention, for preventing the escape of 1 gas' from news-
paper establishments~ 1139 Presently Lincoln caught sight 
of some axes hanging up outside the cabin. Leaving the 
group, he went quietly forward, took one dovm, and returned. 
11 Gentlemen, 11 said he, "you may talk about your 'Raphael 
repeaters' and 'eleven-inch Dahlgrens; 1 but here is an in-
stitution which I guess I understand better than either." 
And with that he held the ax out at arm's length by the end 
of the handle. Most of the party tried it, but none could 
duplicate the feat. 40 
To finish off the afternoon, Dahlgren had one of his 
eleven-inch guns fired. 41 Then the party dispersed, and 
the President took Dahlgren home in his carriage. 42 Two 
days later, Lincoln wrote Stanton a letter: 
I have examined, and seen tried, the "Raphael 
38 
New York Tribune, Aug. 8, 1862. 
39oarpenter, Six Months at the White House, P• 155. 40Ibid., PP• 113-114. !~New York Tribune, Aug. 8, 1862. 
M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 378. 
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Repeater 11 and consider it a. decided improvement 
upon what was called the "Coffee Mill gun" in 
these particulars, that it dispenses with the 
great cost, and liability to loss, of the steel 
cartridges, and that it is better arranged to 
prevent the escape of gas • Other advantages are 
claimed for it upon which I can not so well 
speak. While I do not order it into the service, 
I think it well worthy the attention of the Ord-
nance Bureaus, and should be rather pleased, if 
it should be decided to put it into the service.43 
On August 27, the Rafael Repeater was tried at the Frank-
ford Arsenal, but the report cannot now be found.44 What-
ever its tenor, no action was taken by the Ar.my on an offer 
to sell 500 guns at $850 each.45 
Haskell, the co-inventor, managed at last to have a 
seriee of trials made at Sixth Corps Headquarters near 
Belle Plain, Virginia, early in the spring of ~863. The 
trials were spread over a period of three weeks and were 
witnessed by a board of three reputable officers, two of 
them brigadier generals.46 The third member, Colonel Hiram 
Burnham of the Sixth Maine, was characterized by a news• 
paperman as "a staunch old yeoman and soldier" whose "prob-
ity and good-nature were adjuncts of his valor.u47 That 
estimable triumvirate reported 
that we consider the repeater is all that is 
claimed for it, as regards simplicity of con-
struction, accuracy, range, and frequency of 
430rd. Off., "Inv.", class lc, # 277. A copy, with .sligtt 
vaitations, i is in Lincoln, Works, V, 365. 
Ord. Off., Reg. f&tters Rec'd, 1862, F335. 
45Ibid., WD1598. Ord. · Off., 11Inv. 11 , class lc, #277. 
4~George Alfred Townsend, Rustics in Rebellion (Chapel 
Hill, N. C., 1950), PP• 56-57. 
fire. 
That for defence of places, works, forts 
&c. it would be exceedingly useful. At many 
times during a battle we conceive that this 
arm might be very ,effectually used for crip-
pling an enemys battery, by killing horses, 
and blowing up ammunition boxes, using for 
this purpose the small shell or explosive ball. 
We would respectfully recommend their use 
to a limited number, say one company of 100 
men to a Brigade or Division. The company to 
be supplied with from 8 to 12 of the Guns. 
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And their report was approved by both Major-General John 
Sedgwick and Major-General Joseph Hooker. 48 To this official 
report, Brigadier General c. E. Pratt, whose regiment had 
used the Coffee Mill Gun in the Peninsula Campaign with poor 
success, added his personal testimonial. Having seen the 
Belle Plain trials, Pratt thought the Rafael Repeater to be 
the best repeating gun he had ever seen and the most accurate 
of any gun. The gun was simple and not apt to break down. 
When one barrel became overheated, another could be substituted 
in a few seconds without any difficulty. "In an open country," 
affirmed Pratt, "no line of infantry or cavalry could stand 
before a line of these guns." He thought it should be adopt-
ed at once, and he wanted two batteries of twelve guns each 
for his division. 49 
Lincoln read the report and Pratt's testimonial with 
much interest. It confirmed his own high estimate of the 
Rafael Repeater. But by 1863, the President was more cautious 
48ord Off "Inv.". class lc, #277. 49 • • , , 
Idem. 
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about ordering new weapons than he had been in 1861. On 
the Belle Plain report, he wrote: 
The within are additional testimonials in 
favor of what is called the "Rafael Gun" of 
which I thought favorably some time ago. 
Will the Sec. of War please refer it to the 
Ordnance Bureau, with reference to the pro• 
priety of introducing the "Rafael Gun" into 
the Service?50 
The correspondence, with Lincoln's endorsement, was duly 
referred to the Ordnance Office, but since the President 
had not flatly ordered the adoption of the Rafael Repeater, 
General Ripley saw fit to ignore it. Not a single Rafael 
gun was ever bought by the Ordnance Department.51 
While the Rafael Repeater was being tried at Belle 
Plain, the Scientific American wrote what seemed to be the 
obituary of the Coffee Mill Guns, which, it reported sadly, 
"have proved to be of no practical value to the army of 
the Potomac, and are now laid up in a store-house in Wash-
ington.u52 But the reports were exaggerated. Frederick 
Avery was not so easily downed. Even as the Scientific 
American mourned their passing, Coffee Mill Guns were cruis• 
ing the Mississippi with Admiral Porter's fleet.53 Four 
it em, 
days after the Scientific American~ General Daniel Ullman, 
about to leave New York for New Orleans with a negro regi-
50 Ord. Off., 11 Inv.", class lc, #277. This is not in 
Lincoln, Works. 
5~Lincoln, Works, V, 365. 5 Sci. Amer., Mar. 28, 1863. 
53ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1863, WD315. 
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ment, asked for eight Coffee Mill Guns, which Ramsay sent 
him from the Washington Arsenal.54 Ramsay and Ripley did 
their beat to send Ullman improper ammunition, Ramsay perhaps 
from stupidity and Ripley from malice, but Assistant Sec~ 
retary Watson set them right after an appeal by Avery.55 
In the West, an Avery agent aroused the enthusiaam of 
General Rosecrans, who asked for some Coffee Mill Guns in 
June, 1863, as well as for permission to keep the sample 
56 gun shown him. Ripley ascertained that there were twenty• 
two serviceable guns at the Arsenal and five that could be 
made serviceable; otherwise he made no move- even though 
Avery badgered him into admitting that he had received 
57 Rosecrans's requisition. There is no evidence that any 
machine guns were sent to Rosecrans. 
In October, 1863, one J. H. Schenck announced himself 
as "fully representing and controlling the 1Union Repeating 
Gun'," sending along with his communication a scrapbook of 
testimonials, requisitions, and reports from high officials 
and officers in the field. The scrapbook is not to be found 
in Ordnance Office files. Schenck also outlined an interest-
ing plan for taking the sixty-pound gun from its carriage 
and mounting it on horseback as a cavalry arm. But Ripley 
5545ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, WD285, WD315. Ord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , class 8, #172, "Exp. 11 , class 8, #232, 
Le5~ers Rec'd, 1863, WD315, A40l. 
57ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec
1 d, 1863, Rl28. 
Ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, W713, A401, A407, A429, A437. 
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ignored Schenck as he had Rosecrans.58 
Early in November, 1863, Benjamin Butler had been placed 
in command of the Department of Virginia and North Carolina, 
with headquarters at Fortress Monroe. From the latter 
place Butler asked Assistant Secretary Watson on February 
26, 1864, for ten Coffee Mill Guns. "I want them for boat 
service up and down the river," he wrote. 11 I believe there 
are plenty in Washington." There were, in fact, sixteen 
still on hand at the Arsenal, and ten were accordingly sent.59 
There ends the combat history of the Coffee Mill Gun. 
Not so with the gun's financial history. The Coffee 
Mill Gun which Colonel Van ·wyck had taken along to the 
Peninsula in April, 1862, the one which had been used at 
•'the battle of ·warwick Court House ~ ~ he.d never been paid 
for, and so long as Ripley rem~ined Chief of Ordnance it 
never was. In December, 1862, Ripley had said flatly that 
the account "cannot be approved at this office, for payment, 
and is returned herewith." In October, 1864, more than a 
year after Ripley's retirement, one F. c. Adams brought 
the matter before President Lincoln. As the man responsible 
for introducing the Coffee Mill Gun into the service, Lin~ 
coln properly gave ear to the tangled history of that single 
specimen. ttHe says," reported Adams, 11 i t is a question 
~~Ord. Off., 11Misc. Letters Rec 1d", 1-S-11. 
Ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1864, WD258, W195. 
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for the Ordnance Dept. to settle. He thinks, however, that 
if it can be shown that the gun has been used in the ser-
vice, it ought to be paid for; to the end that innocent 
parties may not suffer ror .doing what was really for the 
good of the service."60 The President's views seem fair 
enough. But the mills of bureaucratic justice ground rather 
more slowly than Mr. Lincoln's Coffee Mills. By the time 
Carr and Avery's American Arms Company received payment 
for "one repeating gun and ammunition~' ~ Lincoln had been 
three months in his grave, and the ~ame of Dr. Richard 
Gatling's multiwbarreled weapon was beginning to blot the 
Coffee Mill Gun from the memory of all but antiquarians 
of ordnance. 61 
Ironically, Dr. Gatling made a belated effort to win 
support from Lincoln for his machine gun. "May I ask your 
kindly aid and assistance in getting the gun in use?tt he 
wrote the President in February, 1864. ttp . s., 11 he added, 
11 I have seen an inferior arm known as the 'Coffee Mill Gu.n1 
which I am informed has not given satisfaction in practical 
tests on the battlefield. I assure you my invention is no 
'Coffee Mill Gun•.u 62 Had Gatling succeeded in getting 
Lincoln's ear in December, 1862, instead of writing to 
Stanton and being brushed off by Ripley, the machine gun 
~~Ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1863, WD217. 
62
ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec'd, 1865, \V-0448. 
Ord. Off., ttinv.", class lc, #351. 
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might have played a far more memorable part in the Amer-
ican Civil War than it actually did.63 As it was, Lincoln 
had largely ceased to concern himself with new weapons 
after 1863; and even if it had not been so, his disappoint• 
ment in the Coffee Mill case and his frustration in that 
of the Rafael Repeater would have discouraged any interest 
he might have had in Gatling's machine gun. So Gatling 
was left to rely on the good offices of that perennial 
innovator, General Butler. "Gen Butler informs me," wired 
an ordnance officer to the Winder Building on July 3, 1864, 
11 there are ten 'Gatling' guns in this Department, eight on 
gunboats, two in batteries. He is personally responsible 
for them and introduced them. Would be glad if the Ordnance 
Department would purchase them, if it will. 1164 The Ord ... 
nance Department, of course, did not so do. 65 
In the struggle to introduce machine guns into the Civil 
War, the lines were drawn as clearly between Lincoln and 
Ripley as in any other case. And the same elements emerge: 
Ripley's obstinate opposition, unwavering from first to last, 
and in this case stooping to questionable expedients, versus 
Lincoln's eager seizure upon new ideas, waning as the war 
passed its crest, and more and more temp.ered by distaste 
for arbitrary intervention in . specialized affairs. 
63ord. Off., "Inv.", class lc, #312. 
64ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1864, WD708. 
65Ibid., WD975. 
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CHAPTER XVII 
CAPTAIN DILLER'S SECRET 
The President knew that in the event of a war with 
England the Union would be vulnerable in its supply of 
nitre or saltpeter, one of the three basic constituents 
of gunpowder. 1 On November 30, 1861, during the row over 
Mason and Slidell, the British had put an embargo on the 
export of nitre, and while it lasted, the embargo hurt.2 
Lincoln paid attention, the.refor e, when an oldf'f.l r..iend from 
Springfield came to him in August, 1862, a few days after 
the Rafael Repeater trial, with a story about a secret 
German explosive or which all the ingredients were easily 
obtained within the borders of the Union. 3 
The Br.e.sid:ent!:. s .f'rit8ndewa8:.1Captain Isaac R. Diller, a 
native of Pennsylvania who owed his military ti~le to ser~ 
Vice with General Scott in Mexico. After the Mexican War, 
Captain Diller had moved to Springfield, Illinois, where his: 
brother Roland kept a drugstore. There the Captain prosper-
1As early as May 18, 1861, Dahlgren had 1'hinted deficiency 
of nitre and powder." (M. v. Dah l gren, Memoir, p. 333}. Also 
Lincoln was intimate with Joseph Henry, who in 1857 had w~ned 
the War Department against depending on foreign nitre. (Nat. 
Ar~h., Off -. Sec. War, "Letters to the President," VI, 193.} 
Meneely, War Department, p. 298n. 
3Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., 11Exam. of Inv.n, IV, 132-133. 
------------------------......... ...... 
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ed in real estate, built an elegant home on what Spring-
field people called "Aristocracy Hill,tt and dabbled with 
fair success in Democratic politics. Isaac Diller fre-
quented his brother Roland's drugstore, where Springfield's 
public men were apt to congregate, and there the Captain 
from Pennsylvania met Stephen Douglas, Orville Browning, 
and others .... ;including Abraham Lincoln. 4 
Isaac Diller went far in politics, geographically speak-
ing. President Buchanan made him United States Consul in 
Bremen, Germany, and the election of Diller's friend Lincoln 
5 to the Presidency brought the Captain home aga!n. In 1862 
Diller got a letter from a German friend, Samuel Ricker of 
Frankfort am Main, who was agent for an inventor named 
HochstHtte~. In return for a third interest, Diller agreed 
to plead the cause of Hochstltter 1 s chlorate-based gun-
powder, and he left for Washington to look up his friend 
in the Vfuite House. 6 
Dahlgren came over to the White House at Lincoln's call 
and thought Diller's powder worth cansidering.7 But Diller 
insisted that HochstHtter's secret should be protected, and 
Lincoln did not want to commit the government by accepting 
that "secret," so the)y agreed that it should be confided 
4John L. Ringwalt, The Diller Family (New Holland, Pa., 
1952), pp. 45-46, 62-63; Angle, Here I Have Lived, p. 176. 
Ringwalt, The Diller Family, P• 63. 
6Edgar F. Smith, Charles Mayer Wetherill (reprinted from 
the Journal of Chemical Education, 1929), P• 46. 
7M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 379; .Diller to Lincoln, Oct. 
31, 1862, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
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only to one government chemist detailed to help make a 
little for testing. 8 Choice of a government chemist was 
not hard, inasmuch as the first man to hold such a job 
had just arrived in Washington to take up his duties in 
the newly established Department of Agriculture. The pio-
neer in question was Dr. Charles M. Wetherill, a big, gentle, 
rather pensive man in his late thirties, a Philadelphian 
turned Hoosier, who had studied abroad under the great Liepig.9 
Poring over the crabbed script of Samuel RiQ~er, whom 
he came to call uOld Chinese, 11 Wetherill deciphered enough 
to make up a small batch of powder.lO Down at the Navy Yard, 
We therill's powder was fired from a rifle andaa revolver 
in competition with regular Dupont powder. The results, 
as reported on September 6, 1862, gave Diller and Lincoln 
encouragement . The new powder was stronger, less noisy, 
less smoky, and fouled the gun less than the Dupont product. 
The officer who made the test thought it warranted "trials 
on a more extensive scale. 1111 
Diller and Dahlgren agreed that enough for more exten-
sive trials should be made in Philadelphia, where secrets 
kept better than in Washington; and Diller asked Lincoln 
for more funds and the further assistance of Dr. Wetherill.12 
S.Oiller to Lincoln, Oct. 31, 1863, R. T. LincoL~ Coll. 
9Smith, Wetherill, pp . 2, 8, 35, 45, 59. 
lOtbid., p. 47. . 
11 llNat. Arch. , Bur. Nav. Ord., 11 Exam. of Inv. , IV, 128-130 • 
lZDiller to Lincoln, Sept. 10, 1862, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
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Since 1861 Lincoln had become much more cautious about 
sinking government money into new weapons; besides, the 
requirement of secrecy and the bypassing of the Ordnance 
Bureaus made the project an unorthodox one. Before Diller 
and ~incoln worked out an agreement there was much discussion, 
long deliberation, and a conference which included Lincoln, 
Dahlgren, Assistant Secretary of War Watson, Diller, and 
Wetherill. 13 On December 15, 1862, Lincoln agreed to buy 
a minimum of a thousand pounds of powder for experiment at 
the actual cost ~ of manufacture, or two dollars per pound, 
or a total of five thousand dollars, whichever came to be 
least.14 By the terms of that agreement, in short, Diller 
could lose his own money in making the powder, but he was 
bound not to make any. If the claims for the powder were 
met - and Lincoln insisted that the claims in detail be 
specified in the agreement - the government was to pay 
Diller $150,000 for full and exclusive rights, provided no 
important fault app:,eared in the powder. As in the fe w other 
arms orders he gave after 1861, Lincoln was careful to sta te: 
''I can only promise to advise the payment, because I have 
13niller to Lincoln, Oct. 31, 1863, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
14Lincoln, Works, VI, 3. Much of the delay between the 
September tests and the December agreement was caused by 
a trip to Il l inois which Diller had to make (Diller to 
Lincoln, Sept. 10, 1862, R. T. Lincoln Coll.), and by an 
extended correspondence between Diller and HochstHtter on 
the subject of procuring 1000 pounds of powder for experi-
ment, which HochstKtter was finally unable to send. (Diller 
to Dahlgren, Nov. 22, 1862~ Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., 
"Diller's Powder, 1862-'63!) . 
not the money at my control which I could, by law, abso-
lutely promise to pay. 11 15 
Lincoln sent for Dahlgren a week l a ter. When the 
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Captain walked into Lincoln's office, Lincoln and the Secre-
tary of the Senate were discussing the recent terrible de-
feat at Fredericksburg. Relaxing into his usual humor, 
Lincoln sat down and said, 11 Well, Captain~c here's a letter 
about a new powder." Lincoln had burned a sample and thought 
it left too much residuum. "Now, I' 11 show you," said the 
President. He took a small sheet of paper, put same pow-
der on it., strode over to the fire, and with the tongs pick-
ed up a coal, wh ich he blew, peering at it through his spect-
acles. Dahlgren wondered at Lincoln's ability to put aside 
thoughts of the war; what he did not see was that Lincoln 
was really doing no such thing. Trying out a pinch of pow-
der was as much a part of the war for Lincoln as trying out 
a new general. Coming back with the coal, the President 
clapped it to the powder, which flashed into a puff of smoke. 
11There is too much left the~, 11 he said, and he handed Dahl-
gren a packet of powder to try. Then his talk turned again 
to politics and operations in the field. 16 
During the months that followed, Lincoln kept in closer 
touch with Diller's progress than he had in the case of any 
15Linco ihn, Works, VI, 3. 
1~. V. Dahlgren, Memoir, pp . 383-384. 
296 
other invention. In January, he came down in person to 
the Navy Ordnance Bureau to prod it into readiness for 
the extensive trials to be made. By April 16, 1863 ~ such 
being the slow course of bureaucratic~ procedure - one 
officer each had been properly detailed by the Army and the 
Nayy to make the trials. 17 Secretary of the Navy Welles 
was somewhat difficult about it. He thought the proceedings 
"well-intentioned but irregull.tr." "Something was said to 
me some days since in regard to the great secret of this 
man Dillon {¥iCJ, 11 he wrote in ht s diary, "but I gave it 
no attention, did not like the manner, etc. So it was, I 
apprehend, w1. th the. War Departmen t. 1118 When Diller had 
trouble getting a thousand dollar s advance toward machinery 
and materials, Lincoln therefore cut red tape w1. th a person-
al order to the grumpy Mr. 1Velles.19 
The Navy refused to let Diller make his powder on its 
property near Philadelphia or even borrow some iron tanks 
for storing the powder. 20 So the harried Captain Diller 
scoured the neighborhood for a place to work. Property 
owners were annoyingly reluctant to rent their buildings 
for the making of new explosives; nevertheless, Diller 
managed to rent a big, ramshackle frame building ... 11 a mere 
17M. v. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 386; Lincoln, Works, VI, 59; 
H. A. Wise to W. N. Jeffers, April 16, 1863, Nat. Arch., 
Bul~ Nav. Ord., "Diller's Powder, 1862-'63." 
Welles, Diarx, I, 240. 19Lincoln to Welles, Feb. 17, 1863, Nat. Arch., Record 
Group 45, Navy Dept., Exec. Letters, Feb., 1863. This is 
not in Lincoln, Works. 
20Diller to Lincoln, Oct. 31, 1863, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
shell" - on Timber Creek in New Jersey, about six miles 
from Philade l phia. While the home of the secret::;.pr o je ct 
was being pat ched up, Diller gathered machinery together 
and got Lincoln to send him Wetherill and another man, Fran-
cis G. Murray, from the Agriculture Department. Captain 
Diller took his "great secret" more seriously than did Sec-
retary Welles. The oath of secrecy already sworn to by 
Wetherill was imposed upon Murray when the pair reached 
Timber Creek. The hewing of wood and drawing of water fell 
upon a colored man named George; whether or not he took the 
oath is uncertain. 21 The whole episode bears some quaint 
likenesses to the "Manhattan Project" of World War Two: for 
HochstHtter,read Einstein and Meitner; for gunpowder,read 
atomic bomb; for Lincoln,read Roosevelt; for Wetherill, read 
Oppenheimer; for Captain Diller, read General Groves; for 
Timber Cre6k,read Oak Ridge. And perhaps Dahlgren would do 
for Vannevar Bush. 
The solemn quartet set to the Pr>esident' s work, but the 
work went hard. Timber Creek was "a most unhealthy location,'' 
and sickness made delays. There was trouble also with the 
machinery, so it was not until April 21, 1863, that the: Tim-
ber Creek project began to turn cut powder. 22 2·nt By the 
21Diller to Lincoln, Oct. 31, 1863, R. T. Lm oo ln Coll.; 
Wetherill to Diller, Oct. 31, 1863, ~· 
22rdem.; Diller to Lincoln, Apr. 25, 1863, R. T. Lincoln 
Coll-:--
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end of May, 2500 pounds had been made and delivered. Mur-
ray forsook his steam boiler and returned to a des!{ in the, 
Agriculture Department, but at Lincoln's request Wetherill -
stayed on to watch the tests. Diller and Wetherill were 
s~Dguine. The chemist had caugpt the Captain's zeal and 
had given his best thought to perfecting the powder. 23 Phen 
unforeseen difficulties arose. 
Three days of testing in mid-June gave good results, 
but the officers in charge insisted that the powder had to 
be furnished in hard grains for safety in transportation. 
Wetherill managed to grain the HochstHtter powder, but the 
process was expensive, and so he tried to modify the formula 
for cheaper graining. The summer of 1863 wore on, disturbed 
by Lee's invasion of Pennsylvania. Not until October were 
Diller and Wetherill able to ~esent sane forty pounds of 
grained powder for trial.24 
The October trials were trials indeed to Captain Diller. 
Not only was the new mixture too powerful for the guns, but 
it was also too unstable to be safely stored. The officers 
making the tests suggested that Diller make 500 pounds more 
on the chance that more extensive trials migpt modify their 
findings. Diller, however, had not only spent all the money 
23wetherill to Lincoln, and Diller to Lincoln, Oct. 31, 
18~~, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
Idem.; Capt. T. T. s. Laidley to Diller, Sept. 3, 1863, 
Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., 11Diller 1 s Powder, 1862- 1 63. 11 
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allotted him by the government, he had also gone into debt 
on h i s own account. So, for the eig.lh'th time since April, 
the captain from Springfield called to see Lincoln for in-
structions.25 
The President was realist enough to see that an impasse 
had been reached. Ungrained, the powder was fine for guns 
but dangerous to transport; grained, it was safer to trans-
port, but not very good for guns. Perhaps if more money were 
poured into it, as Diller wanted, some way might be found 
to make a powder with the good qualities of both types; but 
by October, 1863, the general situation had changed. A month 
before, the last likelihood of war with England had ended 
when the British detained the Laird rams; no interruption 
of the foreign nitre supply was in sight. The beginning of 
the end for the Confederacy had visibly arrived with Lee's 
repulse at Gettysburg; by the time a new powder was developed 
and in quantity production it was unlikely to have much in-
fluence on the course or duration of the war. And Lincoln 
knew as well as his Navy Secretary that the whole Diller pro-
ject was "irregular." So when Captain Diller asked Lincoln 
for a chance at more tests, the President showed little en-
thusiasm. He did not turn Diller down flatly, but he indic-
ated that the subject was closed by turning the conversation 
25w. N. Jeffers to H. A. Wise, Oct. 24, 1863, Nat. Arch., 
Bur. Nav. Ord., "Diller 1 s Powder, 1862- 1 63"; Diller to Lin-
coln, Oct. 31, 1863, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
26 to Springfield politics. 
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In commenting upon the Diller affair, Secretary Welles 
complained that the President was "liable to be constantly 
i mposed upon by sharpers and adventurers. 1127 1'he Diller 
case itself shows Welles to be mistaken. As a successful 
lawyer, Lincoln had learned much about "sharpers and advent-
urers, 11 and his legal experience shows up in the canny 
agreement he made with Diller in December, 1862. Months 
after the war had ended, Diller was astonished to receive 
a visit fran HochstHtter 1 s agent, Samuel Ricker of Frank-
fort, whom Wetherill had dubbed "Old Chinese." When Diller 
told Ricker how the powder project had come to naught, the 
German felt 11 sore" about it. ttHe has spent much money in 
this powder matter, 11 wrote Diller to his friend Dr. Wether-
ill, "but he will not allow that others have spent money, 
time and risked much. 1128 That remark was hardly the kind 
that would be made by a triumphant sharper to a successful 
adventurer. 
26Memorandum by Isaac Diller, Nov. 2, 1863, R. T. Lincoln 
Coll. 
27welles, Diary, I, 240. 
28smith, Wetherill, pp. 47-48. 
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CHAPTER XVIII 
LINCOLN AND HORATIO AMES 
Lincoln's most expensive venture into the making of 
ordnance policy was when he espoused the cause of Horatio 
Ames, one of the Bay State Ameses who had made a fortune 
from their shovel works. Horatio's brother Oakes, a man 
of energy, ambition, and shrewd calculation, bad been 
elected to Congress in 1862 and rapidly acquired influence 
there; Horatio found him useful. 
Horatio Ames stood six feet six in his stocking feet 
and weighed over three hundred pounds. With his broad-
brinnned hat and shad-belli6d coat he looked "for all the 
world like a gigantic Quaker from Brobdignag. 111 But neither 
his disposition nor his vocabulary were ·Quaker-like. One 
of his partisans d,escribed him as 11 an old gentleman of 
rough manners and frank expression11 ; but that hardly did 
justice to the oaths and vulgarities he could scatter about 
with his shrill voice. As a correspondent, Ames used 
language as untrammeled as his spelling; when some of his 
private letters were printed as exhibits in a government 
document, asterisks suffused the printed page like blushes 
1New York Tribune, Jan. 231 1887, 
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on a maiden's cheek.2 
Ames's rough manners and uncertain spelling can be 
laid to the fact that he l~ft school and took to the anvil 
before he was twelve. After some years as a Bay State 
blacksmith, Horatio moved to Falls Village, in the famous 
Salisbury iron district of northwestern Connecticut, where 
he set up an iron shop and built up a sizable business in 
wrought iron products, mostly shafts and cranks for steam-
boa ts and locomotives. He never became a citified industri-
alist. 11 The frost is not out of the ground in some places, 
and in others hardly fit to plougp, 11 he wrote a friend in 
1868. 11 The winter has killed 25 of my fine pear trees -
about as bad as the guns. 113 
Horatio Ames acquired his knowledge of guns "pretty 
much by myself, 11 he said, and like some other self-taught 
men, he had nothing but contempt for books and the men who 
wrote them; more than that, his wartime frustrations at 
the hands of the Ordnance Bureaus developed a positive 
hatred in him for the beneficiaries of formal training. 
"Clifford, 11 he wrote a fellow inventor once, "we have devils 
to fignt of the meanest of the scientific, educated class, 
whose god is meanness, deception, and fraud. 114 
2nyer Inquiry,H)107, 151. 
~Ibid., II, 65, 190, 441. 4-Ibid., II, 58, 155. 
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Wrought iron guns were tougher than guns of cast iron, 
though Wise of Navy Ordnance complained that their quality 
was hard to control and their endurance unpredictable. 5 As 
early as the spring of 1861, the Phoenix Iron Company near 
Philadelphia began making wrought iron six-pounders and 
twelve-pounders; and in July, 1864, the Chief of A~y Ord-
nance remarked that 11 the experience with wrought iron rifled 
field guns is most favorable to their endurance and effici-
ency."6 But while small field pieces could be made by 
h~ering out the iron and bending it around a mandril in 
one piece, that method was impracticable for heavy guns. In 
the early fifties, therefore, Ames conceived or borrowed 
the notion of building a. heavy gun up out of annular wrought 
iron cross sections, like iron rings or hoops, imposed one 
against the other and then welded together. A.111es built up, 
the gun from the breech, heating the breech in one furnace 
and the ring in another, then bringing the two together and 
welding them with a huge horizontal hammer or steam ram, at 
the same time using a.n upright hammer 11 to make the iron 
close and sound. 11 With characteristic humor, Ames nicknarre d 
his two hammers "Thor" and 11 0din. 117 
~38th Gong., 2d Sess., Senate, Rep. Comm. 121, P• 29. 
rpyer Inquiry, I, 139; Boston Transcript, May 25, 1861; 
70rd. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1864, WD724. 
38th Gong ., 2d Sess., Senate, Rep. Comm. 121, PP • 70, 133; 
New York Tribune, Jan. 23, 1887. 
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When war broke out, Ames saw his opportunity and hast-
ened to ~Va .shington without waiting to be invited. Early in 
June, Secretary Welles sent him to Dahlgren. 8 A few days 
later, Ames saw the redoubtable Ripley and lectured him on 
the merits of wrought iron guns, especially the Ames type~ 
but Ripley would not agree to a trial of the guns.9 Seeing 
how things stood with the Army Ordnance Office, Ames trained 
his guns thereafter on the Navy's Ordnance Bureau as the 
more vulnerable to entreaty. :B,or a year and a bali' he 
"besieged the Department," as Secretary Welles put it, 11 be-
lying and misrepresenting it, hoQnding Members of Congress 
and others.ulO By way of experiment the Navy ordered five 
fifty-pounders from Ames in 1861; and when the guns were 
delivered in the following spring, they pPOVed to be remark-
ably strong. But when Ames asked for more orders that · sum-
mer, Dahlgren coldly 9ointed out that common cannon could 
be had for eight cents a pound and Parrotta at thirteen and 
a half, as compared to the seventy-five cents a pound Ames 
was asking. Dahlgren wanted no more fifty-pounders, thcugh 
proposals f or larger guns would be con sid ered.11 
President Lincoln's first appearance in the Ames case 
SM. V. Dahlgren, l'llemoi r, p. :3:35. 9grd., Off., 11 Inv. 11 , class la, # 162. 
1 Welles, Diary, III, 447. 
11:38th Gong., 2d Sess., Senate, Rep Comm. 121, P• 1:32; 
Dahlgren to Ames, July 26, 18o2, Nat. Arch., Bur. Nav. Ord., 
"Letters, Misc. 11 
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was late in January, 1863, when he sent to Dahlgren for 
information on the .Ames transactions. 12 Two weeks later 
Dahlgren asked to have the papers back if Lincoln had no 
further use for them. 13 Nothing seems to have come of 
the incident, perhaps because the President had other things 
to think about. The day after Dahlgren sent him the Ames 
papers, Lincoln made Joseph Hooker commander of the Army 
of the Potomac; and the next day Lincoln wrote his memorable 
letter to the new commander, the one which ends: 11Beware of 
rashness, but with energy,and sleepless vigilance, gp for-
ward, and give us victories.nl4 
Ames stayed quiet till spring came and the armies stirr-
ed. Early in April his towering bulk loomed again in the 
doorways of the Ordnance Bureaus, to the dismay of badgered 
clerks. "Horatio Arne s has never left the office since you 
left,n wrote Wise to Dahlgren on Apri l 4. 11 I shall have a 
document ready for him tomorrow. He complains that you 
wouldn't let him go home to the Connecticut Ele ction1 1115In 
a spirited clash vdth General Ripley that month, Ames came 
off second-best. 16 But at last he succeeded in getting the 
12nahlgren to Lincoln, Jan. 24, 1863, Nat. Arch., Bur. 
Nav. Ord., "Letters, Misc." 
f3H. A. Wise to J. Nicolay, Feb. 6, 1863, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
4Lincoln, Works, VI, 79. 
15H. A. Wise to J. A. Dahlgren, Apr. 4, 1863, Dahlgren Papers, 
Library of Congress. 
l6Ames to Stanton, Apr . 3, 1863, Ripley to Stanton, Apr. 
11 1863 Ames to P . H. Watson, Apr . 16, 1863, Ord. Off., 
, ' . " p ") 
"Ames Papers" (at present misfiled under Arrick apers • 
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President's interest aroused. On the rainy afternoon o.f 
of April 28, 1863, Lincoln came down to Dahlgren's office 
to find out more about Ames. 11 It is unfortunate that the. 
President will meddle in such matters," wrote Dahlgren 
querulously in his journal that night. 11 No adventure on 
the Treasury now stands. on its merits. Projects for new 
cannon, new powder, and. devices of all kinds are backed by 
the highest influences. 1117 
Despite Lincoln's newfound interest in the Connecticut 
ironmaster, Ripley re tr•ea ted only so far as to ask Ames for 
more details about his guns; no order was forthcoming. 18 In 
June Ames met Augustus Brandegee, a newly elected Congress-
man from Connecticut who had come in advance of the session 
to arrange quarters for himself. lAmes happened up on Brande-
gee in the lobby of Willard's Hotel, which was crowded 
with "officers on leav,e-, office-seekers, contractors and 
jobbers - the swarm wh:tch always gathers around the hive 
of the Treasury." Finding that Brandegee hailed from Conn-
ecticut, Ames insisted that the fledgling Congressman help 
him present his case to Pr.esident Lincoln. Brandegee was 
not anxious to meet Mr. Lincoln in such odd company, but 
Ames was "not the man to stand ppon etiquette-," as the 
Congressman recalled :tn later years, "and I finally yielded 
~~M. V. Dahlgren, £1emoir, pp. 390-391. 
Ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, WD506, WD682. 
to his importunity." The meeting with Lincoln was duly 
arranged by the mysterious 11Pet 11 Halsted. 
307 
Hulking Horatio Ames dwarfed his political escort as 
the pair walked up the White House stairs and into the 
ante-room where Nicolay ~esided. Nicolay took Brandegee's 
card in to Lincoln and returned to usher the two men in 
without delay. Brandegee 1 s account of the intepview is 
worth quoting at length: 
As he rose - and seemed to keep on rising - before 
me, his hair was black, coarse and of an unkempt 
appearance, his nose prominent, his cheek bones 
high, his cheeks very hollow, his complexion 
·swarthy, his manner gracious but subdued, while his 
eyes had an expression that I find myself uncapable 
of describing, as though they lay in ambush in 
their deep caverns, ready to spring forth or retreat 
further wibhin, as occasion required. He was awk-
ward, but it was the awkwardness of nature, which 
is akin to grace. The expression of his face was 
earnest, with a shade of sadness, and his voice 
was soft, and at times as tender as a woman's. 
I had prepared what I thought a neat little 
speech of introduction, but he at once put my 
rhetoric and embarrassrent to flight by taking 
me by the hs.nd and saying, 11Well, wh.a t does little 
Connecticut want? 11 
The tone, the focmiliar address, the friendly 
manner, the gracious smile at once put me at my 
ease, and I sta ted my case as to a friend, and almost 
an equal. As I proceeded with gathering warmth, 
commenting upon the unfairness of submitting the 
Connecticut invention to a rival gun-maker, the 
unfriendly tests adopted and the supreme import-
ance of a gun which would do more execution at the 
muzzle than at the breech, Mr. Lincoln listened 
with evident interest. Ames had stated that a re-
cord existed of the various charges, the number of 
firings, and the respective results to each gMn, and 
that it would vindicate all he claimed, but he bad been 
denied access to it. Mr. Lincoln closed the interview 
by requesting me to procure it, and bring it to him 
at 8 o'clock that evening. And to my suggestion that 
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I was unknown at the department, he took an QExecutive 
envelope from a bundle which lay always on his table 
and wrote the following: 
"Let Mr. _, of Connecticut, have a copy of 
such record as he indicates. A. Lincoln." 
Armed with this concise but persuasive Executive 
message , we visited the Navy Department, Where we 
waited in the ante-room for more than two hours for 
the arrival of Commodore Dahlgren, wbo was said to 
be absent. Ames was well known at that bureau, 
which he had besieged for months, and vbere he had 
become such a terror to the employees that, as he 
himself expressed it, 11 he never received common 
civility - even of the commonest kind." Suspect-
ing after a while that Dahlgren 's absence was rather 
conventional than actual, we at last puehed by the 
janitor into the chief's room, where we found him 
calmly writing at his desk, where he had probably 
been from the commencement. My request for a copy 
of the report was curtly refused, until I produced 
the envelope \nth the unmistakeable sign manual of 
the President, causing as much consternation as though 
one of Dahlgren's own guns had burst in his ovm de~ 
partment. We g ot wnat we wanted and took it to the 
President that evening according to appointment. 
I shall never forget a homely incident which 
occurred at that interview, illustrating the entire 
absence of conventionalities upon the part of the 
President. Mr . Lincoln sat at an office desk, un-
der which his long legs ~otruded to an extent which 
made them conspicuous. At first he bad on a pair 
of carpet slippers, but as the conversation pro-
gressed he unconsciously withdrew his feet, dis• 
closing what seemed to be a pair of dark yarn stock-
ings, through which had worked his great toe, and 
this he kept in almost perpetu.e.l motion. 
The record verified the claim of Mr . Ames, and 
after much discussion and searching questions Mr. 
Lincoln took an Executi ve envelope and wrote the 
f ollowing : 11 If Ho ratio Ames wil l make ten wrought 
iron guns after his method, which will answer satis·-
factorily such tests as I shall order, I will see 
that he gets paid $1 per pound for each gun . 
A. Lincoln. 11 
I never saw Thus ended my fi~st interview. 
Ames afterward, ••• 
19New York Tribune, Jan. 23, 18e7. 
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The Navy Department appointed its share of a joint 
commission to examine the Ames guns, but the Army was slow 
about it. Ames got "Pet" Halsted to expedite matters, and 
presently Mr. Lincoln ordered the Ordnance Department to 
move a little faster. 20 On the order's being announced 
to some functionary concerned with executing it, he was 
said to have grumbled, 11 What does Lincoln know about a gun7 
We're bothered to death with these inventors running here 
all the time.u21 But despite bureaucratic mutterings, Ames 
made progress. By the end of September, 1863, a more formal 
order was filled out by Lincoln, which agreed to pay eighty-
five cents a pound for fifteen guns, hundred-pounders or 
larger, provided a board appointed by the President should judge 
tli~mo ~s better than any others of like caliber then in use. 22 
The President was careful to add: 11 i t being understood that 
I have no public money at my control, with which I could 
make such payment absolutely. 1123 
Ames underestimated the time he would need to make his 
wrought iron guns. March 1, 1864, had been the deadline 
set by Lincoln's order, but the first ·seven-inch Ames gun 
was not ready until the end of August, 1864. 24 Lincoln then 
set up a three-man Army-Navy board to test Ames's gun at 
20ord. Off., "Mise. Letters Rec' d," 1-WD-551. 
2lsci. Amer., Sept. 19, 1863. 
~~incoln, Works, VI, 484-485. 
Idem. 
24ord. Off., 11 Misc. Letters Rec'd," l-VVD291. 
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Bridgeport, Connecticut, starting September 1. General 
Quincy A. Gillmore, who had commanded the land assaults 
against Charleston, was to be President of the Board, and 
one officer each was to be assigned to it by tue Army and 
the Navy. 25 
Somehow, perhaps through brother Oakes, Horatio Ames 
had enlisted the support of General Butler, the perennial 
pioneer of ordnance, who was then commanding the Army of 
the James in oper,ations outside Petersburg and Richmond. 
In September, 18o4, Butler asked Lincoln for one or two of 
the Ames guns to use against an enemy ironclad on the James 
River. Lincoln replied promptly by telegraph: 
The Ames 6~ns I am under promise to pay, or 
rather to advise paying , a very high price for, 
provided they bear the test, and they are not 
yet tested, though I believe in process of be-
ing tested. I could not be justified to pay the 
extraordinary price without the testing. I shall 
be happy to let you have some of ~hem so soon as 
I can. How comes on your canal12 
Butler kept pressing for Ames guns, which he wanted rifled 
for Sawyer's "winged projectiles," and in mid-November he 
seemed about to get them; but before any were ready, Butler 
27 
was permanently gone from the military scene. 
25ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1864, ~~918. Only the signa ture 
is in Lincoln's autograph. A secondhand version of the order, 
with slight variations, is in Lincoln, Works, VII, 510. 
26Lincoln, Works, VIII, 3. 
27ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1864, B523, B562; Alexander B. 
Dyer to Butler, Nov. 17, 18o4, Ord. Off., Misc. ~etters 
Sent. 
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Meanwhile the Bridgeport trials went forward, and 
on October 27, 1864, General Gillmore transmitted the 
report of the Board. It was a formidable looking thing, 
mainly because it included minute data on every one of 
the seven hundred rounds fired during the tests.28 Lin-
coln had long been impatient with experts who inflicted 
columns of data upon him when all he wanted was their con-
elusions. Glancing at the bulky documents sent him ~ 
General Gillmore, Lincoln gave way to one of his rare fits 
of impatience. ni should want a new lease of life to read 
this throughl 11 he exclaimed. Throwing tbe report down on 
the table, he added: 11 Why can't a committee of this kind 
ooc·asionally exhibit a grain of common sense'l If I send 
a man to buy a horse for me, I expect him to tell me his 
'points' .. not how many hairs there are in his tail.u29 
Gillmore was in New York just then, but Lincoln had 
him summoned to Washington "without delay. 1130 Gillmore 
told the President that haes 's cannon were stronger and 
tougher than any of their size in the service or offered 
to it. They would be exceedingly useful as long range 
guns . And they would not burst, as some of the heavy 
Parrotts had lately been doing, killing some men and demor-
28ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1864, WD1192 . 
29carpenter, Six Months in the White House, PP• 253-254. 
The identification of the Carpenter anecdote with the .Ames 
Report is based on the part played tw Congressman Hubbard, 
wno represented Ames 's district, as well as on the general 
points of similarity. 
30A. · B. Dyer to Q. A. Gillmore, Nov. 16, 1864, Ord. Off., 
Misc . Letters Sent. 
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alizing all who served that type of gun .31 Lincoln must 
have felt that he had bought a good horse. 
But in the end, it proved otherwise. Gillmore's 
Board at last pronounced the Ames guns up to the mark set 
by Lincoln in his order of September, 1863. The gun so 
strenuously tested at Bridgeport was paid for in January, 
1865; ten more were accepted and paid f or in Ma;v~h;_ t:·. lt865, 
and two more in May; two burst in the regulation proof.32 
On the strength of Lincoln's order, Ames was thus paid 
$ 215,163.96 for thirteen guns~ none of which ever fired a 
shot against the Confederates.33 In his first annual re-
port as Chief of Ordnance, made on October 20, 1865, Brigadier 
General Alexander B. Dyer condemned the Ames guns as un-
reliable.34Presently, the Bessemer and open hearth processes 
outmoded wrought iron guns by making steel cheap, dependable, 
and easy to handle. 
The Ames affair was Lincoln's most expensive mistake, 
and yet he was neither hasty nor swayed by partiality. Men 
who knew artillery thoroughly agreed after extensive trials 
that the Ames guns were better than any then used or offered. 
The marvel is not that Lincoln was expensively wrong in this 
case, but ~ather that the case in that respect was so lone 
J:l ' l ;-- ·v •' • ' 'It: _. C'T' 
... ... .t _ 31. _,:'\.•~· <"" ... . ~. J. . .J •• • 
A. B. Dyer to H. J. Hunt, Oct . 27, 1864, Ord. Off., Misc . 
Le~~ers Sent. 
330rd. Off., "Purchases of Ordnance," p. 19. Ord. Off., "Purchases by Contract, 1861 to 1867, 11 see "Ames." 340fficial Records, series 3, V, 142. 
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an exception. 
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CHAPTER XIX 
MOR E ABOUT BREECH~LOADERS 
By the end of 1861, President Lincoln had made a brave 
start toward arming Union infantry with breech-loading 
rifles. His biggest stride in that direction seemed to_ 
be the contract for 25,000 such arms which Cameron had 
made with Samuel W. Marsh and Robert H. Gallaher at the 
President ' s behest. But there were two other promising 
steps taken at the end of 1861. A contract had been made 
for 10,000 Spencer repeating rifles ~ there is no definite 
evidence that Lincoln was responsible for it - and the Pres-
ident had determined that Berdan's United States Sharpshooters 
were to be given breech-loaders. 
Yielding to the wishes of Berdan's men themselves, it 
may be recalled, the ~Var Department ordered 2000 Sharps 
rifles on January 13, 1862 . Vfuen vexatious delays arose 
in getting the Shapps , the men blamed General Ripley . 1 But 
they were wrong in this instance. The old man was genuinely 
shocked and aggrieved at the charge. Far from delaying 
the Sharps, Ripley had been bombarding the makers with 
wires and letters urging speed; after all, the new Secretary 
lRipley, Vermont Riflemen, pp . 12-13. 
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of War had just been given leave by President Lincoln to 
secure "more vigor and activity" in the Ordnance Department.2 
The real culprits were Secretary Stanton and Colonel Berdan, 
Stanton because of his cautious suspension of arms contracts 
pending investigation, and Berdan because of his insistence 
on double triggers and other special refinements. 3 As a 
stopgap, the Colt rifles favored by McClellan were to be 
given out, though Stanton made it plain that they would be 
replaced by Sharps as soon as possible. 4 
So the Sharpshooters, clad in dark green uniforms with 
horn buttons and leather leggings, moved into the Peninsuilia 
campaign not entirely satisfied. 5 But by the end of June, 
1862, all had Sharps save a few who clung unwisely to their 
heavy telescopic muzzle-loaders. 6 Thas t,the Sharps breech-
loaders had the chance to prove themselves in significant 
numbers during almost every major engagement fought by the 
Army of the Potomac from May, 1862, to April, 1865. The guns 
acquitted themselves well, refuting every serious objection, 
and far surpassing muzzle-loaders in effectiveness; without 
the fire-power of a few Berdan men - only 100 at the spot, 
2Ripley to J. c. Palmer, January and February, 186~, Ord. 
Of~., Misc. Letters Sent, passim. 
T. A. Scott to J. w. Ripley, Jan. 13, 1862, Ord. Off., 
Le4ters Rec 1 d, 1862; ~·, S394. 
Ibid. , WD265. 
5Ripley, Ve~1ont Riflemen, PP• 20, 196; De Trobriand, Four 
Years with the Army of the Potomac, p. 538. 
6Ripley to J. c. Palmer, Apr. 28, 1862, Ord. Off., Misc. 
Letters Sent; Ripley, Vermont Riflemen, P• 29; Stevens, 
Berdan's Sharpshooters, PP• 75, 163. 
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supported by 200 Maine troops with muzzle-loaders - Long-
street's men might have taken the Peach Orchard and the 
ridge at Gettysburg and thus changed the outcome of the 
battle. On that occasion the men fired an average of 95 
rounds each in the space of twenty minutes. The Confederates 
mistook them for "two Federal regiments. 11 One Sharpshooter 
was captured and taken back through the enemy lines. "It 
is impossible for me to describe the slaughter we had made 
in their ranks, 11 he said after the war. "In all my past 
service, it beat all I had ever seen for the n~~ber engaged 
and for so short a time. They were piled in heaps and 
across each other •••• The doctor would hardly believe that 
there were so few of us fighting them, thought we had a 
corps, as he said he never saw lead so thick in his life as 
it was in thos·e woods. 117 
Lincoln retained his interest in the Sharpshooter Corps 
and visited it at least once in 1862.8 After "skirmishes, 
battles, and other hard service •••• it is universally appreci-
9 
ated, 11 he wrote in September. Berdan's personal history 
during the war was stormy, and he often let Lincoilin know 
about his troubles; but though their founder resigned early 
in 1864, the Sharpshooters and their breech-loaders contin~ed 
7
stevens, Berdan's Sharpshooters, PP• 75, 163. 
8Ibid., p. 211; Berdan to Lincoln, Aug. 19, 1863, R. T. 
Lincoln Coll., speaks of "the interest you have always 
- II 
shown in me and my command. 
9Lincoln, Works, V, 431. 
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to refute the argument that breech-loaders were impractical.lO 
Goaded by Mr. Lincoln's "sharp stick 11 of January, Rip-
ley had worked sincerely enough to equip Berdan's men 
with their Sharps, but in the case of Samuel Strong he 
soon found occasion to let Lincoln know his unfaltering 
opposition to breech-loaders. Samuel Strong was a Buffalo 
man with excellent political connections; he had been a long-
time worker for Thurlow Weed and William Seward; and Secre-
tary Cameron tried to find hlin a place in May, 1861.11 Fail-
ing in his aspiration to became Keeper of Fort Porter on 
Lake Erie, Samuel Strong tried his fortunes as an inventor. 12 
Strong devised a .54 caliber breech-loading carbine 
which used a paper cartridge of the Johnston and Dow patent. 
When a lever was worked at the side, the movable chamber, 
ending in a thin steel cylinder, was withdrawn from the 
breech and by a cam was brought into position to receive 
the cartridge. Then the c~mber was brought back into 
firing position, and the steel cylinder acted, or was supposed 
to act, as a gas-check.l3 Major Wade and Captain Benton 
of the Ordnance Department looked the carbine over, thought 
lOE.,., see Berdan to Lincoln, Nov. 27, 1862, Aug. 19, 
1863, eb. 21, 1864, R. T. Lincoln Call.; Stevens, Berdan's 
Sharpshooters, PP• 499-500. 
llsamuel Strong to Thurlow Weed, Sept. 12, 1848, Thurlow 
Weed Papers, Library of Congress; Ord. Off., Reg. Letters 
Rec 1 d, May, 1861. 
12Cameron to Rtwley, May 28, 1861, Ord. Off., Reg. Letters 
Rec'd • 
.L 3ord. Off., 11 Exp. 11 , class 6, #316. 
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it "novel and ingenious in its construction, n but concluded 
that it had no advantages over arms already well-known. 1 4 
Perhaps Weed or Seward smoothed Strong's way into the 
Vhite House. In any case, he gained entry and showed his 
gun to the President. Lincoln sent a note to Ripley on 
May 5, 1862: 
This will introduce to you Mr. Strong who has 
what appears to me an ingenious and useful carbine. 
Will you be good enough to examine L~ and give an 
opinion as to its serviceability.l5 
Ripley was delighted to give his opinion. He rep~ted the 
verdict of Wade and Benton, and then added: 
I avail myself of this opportunity to infor.m 
your Excellency that there are several kinds of 
breech-loading arms, at present, used in tbe 
service; and in consequence of the confusion and 
inconvenience arising therefrom, particularly in 
supply:tng annnunition, I do not deem it advisable 
to increase t h eir number.l6 
That pronouncement boded no good for the cause of breech-
loaders in the Union armies. 
Nevertheless, Lincoln insisted on having Captain Crispin 
at New York give Strong's c a rbine a trial. 17 Crispin re-
ported on June 7, 1862. He had intended to fire twenty 
rounds for rapidity, but the premature explosion of a cart-
ridge while being loaded for the ninth round made it seem 
14Ripley to Lincoln, May 5, 1862, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
15ord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , class 6, # 492. Evidently dictated 
to ~ay or Nicolay and signed by Lincoln. Not in Lincoln, Works. 
16Ripley to Lincoln, May 5, 1862, R. T. Lincoln Coll. 
17ord. Off., Reg. Letters Rec'd, 1862, WD1052. 
319 
the better part of valor to go more slowly thereafter. 
Eighty rounds were fired, after which the carbine had not 
been fouled or clogged enough to interfere with its work-
ing; but from the first, a visible escape of gas took place. 
Crispin admitted the simplicity of its construction, but 
nevertheless feared it would get out of order on the battle-
field, especial ly if rust made the sliding action hard. 18 
Strong took these criticisms to heart, set to work, and 
in the following year produced what amounted to a new 
breech-loader, using a .58 caliber metallic cartridge, and 
s~cially designed to prevent the sort of premature explosion 
which had damaged his chances before. Assistant Secretary 
Watson had it tried out at the Arsenal by Ramsay, who accord-
ed it a measure of lukewarm praise. 19 But it was not adopted~ 
Meanwhile s. Wilmer Marsh was having his troubles. Galla-
her's salesmanship worked better on politicians than on 
investors, it seemed. Despite the high hopes and fine pro-
mises of 1861, the Marsh-Gallaher enterprise had been raised 
on thin air, and the partners had planned to flourish the 
orders as bait for capital. 20 But Stanton's grim war on 
laxity in arms contracts ~rightened capitalists away from 
speculations like Gallaher's; and a coup de gr~ce fell in 
late spring or early summer of 1862, when the Joslyn Arms 
18ord. Off., 11 Exp. 11 , class 6, # 316. 
19Ibid., #353; "Inv. 11 , class 6, #545. 
2037th Gong., 2d Sess., Senate, Exec. Doc. 72, PP• 256-257, 
273. 
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Company of Connecticut served notice of patent infring e-
ment on Gallaher's company and engaged the formidable 
Thaddeus Stevens as its attorney. 21 Gallaher himself, a 
pr~cticed hand at putting up a front, kept up a pretense of 
activity. Though the first shipments were overdue, he 
wired Ripley on Augus t 13, 1862: 11 Your despa tch just re-
ceived we have no guns yet woDking night & day to deliver 
as soon as possible. 11 22 But Gallaher delivered not a single 
gun. 
Marsh himself at last severed his connections with 
Gallaher and made a fresh start with the ''Marsh Patent Fire 
Arms Company. " The new company attracted solid citizens 
like Moses Grinnell and Mayor George Opdyke of New York City; 
it got General Dan Sickles to make a trial of the gun and 
send his enthusiastic report to the Ordnance Office; and in 
Novemb er, 1862, the Marsh Company offered to make up to 
100,000 of the Marsh breech-loaders. 23 Rip ley was ominous-
ly silent. When in January, 1863, Marsh and his new backers 
wrote anxiously to Ripley and Assistant Secretary watson, 
the General cleverly or obtusely confused the issue by treat-
ing Marsh as a spokesme.n for the half-forgotten Gallaher 
company and pointing out haughtily that 6800 breech-loaders 
24 
remained deliverable on that company's order. In February 
2137th Cong., 2d Sess., Senate, Exec. Doc. 72, P• 262; 
Or~~ Off., Letters Rec'd, 1863, WD683. 
r Ord. Off., Lett ers Rec'd, 18~2, UlB. _ 
2 3ord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , class 6, # 549; Reg. Letters Rec'd,l862,ND1E 
24ord. Off., "Inv. " , class 6, # 549; Letters Rec'd, 1863, WD63. 
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Marsh wrote to explain again that he had no connection 
any more with Gallaher or with Gallaher's unfilled order, 
but wanted a contract for his new company. But Ripley was 
relentless. "There are, .!!.2!!' 5500 of these arms deliverable 
to the Government, 11 he wrote on Marsh's letter. "In my 
opinion it is not adviseable to £Urchase any of them at 
any price." 25 And none were ever purchased. 
Even the Spencer Company failed to make good its con-
tract for 10,000 repeating rifles. Like the Marsh-Gallaher 
company, the Spencer Gompany was not actually organized 
until its government order had been accepted. 26 But its 
progress thereafter was more substantial. By May, 1862, 
it had a plant in Boston which the company ' s trea surer 
claimed was "the most extensive and CC!!mpletely fitted armory 
in the country" ne xt to Springfield and the Colt factory.27 
But the company succumbed to perfectionism, the failing 
which undid General McClellan. The Spencer rifle was an 
ingenious and a highly effective arm, but its mechanism was 
complex, and the company fussed too much with refinements. 28 
Moreover, the Ordnance Department insisted that Spencer Com-
pany production give precedence to carbines over infantry 
rifles.29 As a result, only 2201 Spencer rifles had been 
25ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, WD130. 2637th Gong., 2d Sess., Senate, Exec. Doc. 72, P• 419. 27Ibid., PP• 419-420. 
28oru. Off., Letters Rec 1d, 1863, WD292. 29Id:llm. 
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delivered when the extended contract expired in 1863.30 
Ripley seems to have been more glad than sorry when 
the Spencer contract ran out. He took little interest in 
the arm; as late as September, 1862, he asked the company 
i£ their repeating rifles needed special cartridges, and 
if so, what kind. 31 His indifference was not shared by 
men whose lives d~pended on their weapons; as 1863 wore 
on, requests from the field for Spencer rifles began to 
come in to the Ordnance Office. While Ripley answered 
such requests by saying that no Spencers were available, 
he was te 11 ing the comrpany that no more were wanted. 32 
In August, 1863, matters were taken out of Ripley's 
hands. Pressure from the field was reaching Secretary 
Stanton, who on August 17 ordered Ripley to procure 5000 
or more Sharps and Sp ence:rB for moun ted in fan try in Gener a1 
Rosecrans's army. 33 Ripley v~ote the manufacturers on the 
day following; and on that very day, President Lincoln, 
John Hay, and Christopher Spencer went out to try the latter's 
34 improved model of his gun. To Ripley's letter, the Spencer 
Company replied that 2500 rifles could be delivered in 
30ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, WD188 (fi l ed with WD292). 
31Ripley to Fisher, Sept. 18, 1862, Ord. Off., Misc. Letters 
Sent. 
32Ripley to Col T. G. Allen, Feb. 16, 1863, Ripley to Warren 
Fisher, Jr., July 1, 1863, Ord. Off., Misc. Letters Sent; 
Ord. Off., Letters Rec~d, 1863, WD179. 
33Stanton to Ripley, Aug. 17, 1863, Edwin M. Stanton Papers, 
Library of Congress; Ord. Off., Letters Rec'd, 1863, M437, 
3696, S714; Ripley to Fisher, Aug. 18, 1863, Ord. Off., 
Misc. Letters Sent. 
34Hay, Diary, p. 82. 
323 
January and February, 1864, and eighty a day thereafter. 
Ripley dispatched a sour comment on all this to Stanton; 
the prices asked were too high, and carbines should take 
priority. To the old General 1 s astoni.shrnent, the Secretary 
sent the papers back without a word. Ripley tried sending 
them over to the War Department again and was told that 
35 the matter was to lie over for the present. It was the 
handwriting on the bureau wall for General Ripley. Within 
t wo weeks he was no longer Chief of Ordnance. 
35ord. Off., Letters Rec 1 d, 1863, M437, S696, S714, 
WD845. 
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CHAPTER XX 
THE Rm~OVAL OF RIPLEY 
During the summer of 1863, that tremendous summer 
when the Sonfederacy was sundered at Vicksburg and brought 
to a shuddering stop at Gettysburg, the War Department's 
patience with General Ripley ebbed noticeably. On June 21, 
Secretary Stanton, who rarely concerned himself with ord-
nance affairs, sent a heated note to the Chief of Ordnance 
on the subject of defective ammunition in General Grant's 
army. 1 In July, the energetic and effic0ent Captain George 
T. Balch was detailed to Ordnance Office duty and at once 
grasped the situation. Assistant Secretary Watson sent for 
the Captain several times a day for information Ripley 
should have supplied. The bluff, red-headed Scot, told 
Captain Balch plainly and often why he was sent for; it was 
because Watson could not get the information from Ripley 
and had no confidence in him anyway. 2 
Toward the end of summer it was settled that Ripley was 
to be removed, and President Lincoln conferred with Stanton, 
Watson, and Halleck on the selection of a new Chief of Ord-
nance. Halleck thought Major Rodman was the man for the job, 
lstanton to Ripley, June 21, 1863, Stanton Papers. 
ZOyer Inquirx, I, 499-500. 
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but the li'Lajor' s royalties on his process for casting 
cannon were brought up again to disqualify him as they 
had in 1862. Watson suggested Captain Balch, but tbe 
question of seniority was raised too vigorously to be put 
aside. The choice o£ President Lincoln was his friend 
Major George D. Ramsay, commander of the W~shington Arsena1. 3 
Word leaked out to the newspapers that Ripley was on 
his· way out, and the press proclaimed the tidings. 11 The 
papers announce that Genl Ripley has been removed," wrote 
-~a se to Dahlgren on September 4, 11 but there is not a word 
of truth in i t. 114 On that same day, Charles F. Raymond 
of Norwalk, Connecticut, the persistent advocate of double 
chainshot cannon whom Ripley had failed to quench, spoke 
for the inventors and crackpots of the nation:: 11 I ••• con-
gratulate the Country - on the removal of that old Fossell 
~Ripley from the Ordinance Departement. 115 In this in-
stance, Raymond was right and Wise wrong. 
After much discussion, Lincoln, Halleck, Stanton, and 
Watson arrived at a makeshift compromise. Stanton bad no 
confidence in Ramsay's ability to carry on the duties of 
Chief of E}rdnance, but the Secretary of War consented to 
his appointment on the understanding that Captain Balch 
3 
4Dyer Inquiry, I, 500. 
5
wise to Dahlgren, Dahlgren Papers, Library of Congress. 
Ord. Off., 11 Inv. 11 , class lc, # 333. 
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would be Ramsay's prb1cipal assistant and would be respons-
ible for all the business of the office. 6 So it was done, 
and General Ripley retired on nominal inspection dutw 
to Hartford, Connecticut~ where he died in 1879. Having 
quoted the verdict of a self-styled inventor on the departed 
Chief of Ordnance, it seems only just to repeat that of 
Captain Benton, Ripley's principal assistant: 11 He may have 
erred somet~es; and he may have created a great many 
enemies by refusing to adopt inventions which he thought 
were unfit or not suited to the service, or were too expens-
ive. But I am very confident, in fact I know, that he was 
actuated solely by the interests of the service, because . 
I have been in a position to know the fact."7 
Other events of that s~mer combined to alter the 
President's attitude toward inventors and the Ordnance 
Bureaus. In June, Dahlg:ren got what he had longed for 
and worked for over many months, a fighting assignment 
in which he might {l as he supposed) win glory; as it turned 
aut, he won much tribula tion but not so much acclaim as 
he had looked for. 8 And in July, the great news from 
Gettysburg and Vicksburg brought a new phase to the war. 
One fine Sunday in early August, John Hay went down to 
the photographer's studio with Lincoln. 11 He wa s in very 
6Dyer Inquiry, I, 500. 
738th Cong., 2d Seas., Senate, Rep . Comm. 121, P• 70. 
8M. V. Dahlgren, Memoir, P• 395. 
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good spirits, 11 wrote the young secretary in his diary. 
"He thinks that the rebel power is at last beginning to 
disintegrate, that they will break into pieces if we only 
stand firm now. rr 9 Holding such views, Lincoln was not 
apt to expect much from a new weapon, even if it could be 
produced in quantity by the end of the war. V~t happened 
in t h e case of the Ames guns - the pouring of money into 
a project not finished in time to take part in the war • 
was an evident possibility in the case of other weapons . 
After 1863, therefore, Lincoln's activity in the field of 
weapons dwindled into insignificance. 
9Hay, Diary, P• 77. 
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CONCLUSION 
When North and South came to blows in 1861, a tech-
nological revolution was overtaking the art of war. The 
American conflict itself was the first great war involving 
the extensive use of rifled cannon, ironclad warship s, 
military railroads and telegraphs, and breech-loading rifles. 
The new weapons which were tried are startling to the modern 
student. Among them were machine guns, submarines, flame 
throwers, incendiary shells, aerial reconnais s ance, l a.nd 
and sea mines, self-propelled torpedos, wire entanglements, 
propaganda barrages, breech-loading cannon, and armored 
railroad batteries. Dazzl~d by the weapons that were tried 
or suggested, the historian is apt to forget that few were 
brought forward by the Ordna n ce Bureaus. Such weapons as 
found their first wide use in the Civil Wa r were all gener-
a lly acknowledged as effective before the war began -
with the possible exception of breech-loading rifles, tardily 
introduced under pressure from the field. 
In the struggle between old and new in ordnance, the 
foremost defender of the status guo ante belluw was Brigadier 
General James w. Ripley, and the foremost champion of new 
weapons was President Lincoln, seconded in the field by 
Major General Benjamin Butler. The American inclination 
has long been to raise a cheer for novelty, but to call Rip-
329 
ley all wrong and Lincoln all right would be unjust. Rip-
ley had powerful argwnents on his side, though he permitted 
those arguments to obsess him and though he indulged in 
others that were merely absurd. Before Ripley is con-
demned, it should be remembered that a weapon effective to-
day may not have been practical in Lincoln's time; and even 
weapons that were effective then involved problems of pro-
duction. 
Certainly Lincoln was not all-wise. The attention he 
gave Obadiah Hopkins hardly enhances Lincoln's reputation 
as a judge of character, and his enthusiasm for the Ells-
worth guns was unquestionably misplaced. A more fundamental 
weakness in Lincoln's approach to ordnance was its lack of 
system. Lincoln espoused new weapons haphazardly, as their 
inventors caught his interest or his sympathy. His 11 cham-
pagne experiments" might have been more fruitful as a planned 
progrrum. Interested as he was in weapons, Lincoln never 
fully realized the possibilities at hand in the Navy's 
Permanent Commission and the National Academy of Sciences 
- possibilities that were f ulfilled in the National Defense 
Hesearch Council of World War Two. Lincoln's only experi-
ment with a systematic approach to the mobilization of 
technology was the Haupt questionnaire of 1862, which proved 
abortive. 
Lincoln's positive contributions to Civil :;iar Ordnan ce 
are unimpressive. In the breech-loader controversy, Lin-
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coln 1 s Marsh-Gallaher order might have chan g ed history, but 
by a freak of fate it came to nothing. The arming of 
Berdan's sharpshooters was highly worthwhiilie in itself, but 
it was not followed up . Lincoln des e rves the credit - if 
that is the word - for introducing machine guns into war-
fare, but thanks in part to the efforts of General Ripley, 
the Coffee Mill Guns went to the scrap h eap and oblivion. 
So ran the stories of other warlike devices in which Lincoln 
was interested. 
And yet a full understand ing of Lincoln and the Civil 
\Var is not possible without knowing the story of the Pres-
ident's dealing s with inventors and with General Ripley. 
Ripley was an old man, subordinate to the President and 
held in con tempt by Secretary Stanton. But in practice the 
old Chief of Ordnance wielded a formidable veto power over 
n ew weapons and wielded it often, as with the Coffee Miilil 
Guns. In this power of obstruction he was abetted by the 
President's characteristic reluctance to issue arbitrary 
ord ers, especially in a field so specialized as ardnance. 
The President's patience with Ripley was not infinite, as 
shown by the mortar boat affair of January, 1862, but it was 
long suffering. 
The story of Lincoln ar.d the tools of war agrees with 
the estimate of Lincoln's character which has emerged over 
the years. In following his dealings with inventors, one 
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sees his patience , deep but not limitless, his affection 
f or his f ellow man, his contempt for red tape, and h is 
readiness to help old friends. In this instance particularly, 
one is struck by his open-mindedness. "As our case is n ew, 
so we must thi nk anew, and act anew," said Lincoln, and h e 
meant it. 1 In spite of the mis givings of Secretary Welles, 
Lincoln's dealings with invent ors illustrate his shr ewdness. 
His bargain with Isaac Diller, for example, was a canny and 
a cautious one. Lincoln's only expensive mist a ke wa s his 
supp ort of Horatio Ames, and in that he had distinguished 
c ompany. 
Lin coln ' s capacity f or development is also evident. in 
t he f i e ld of weapons, e specially in contrast to the cha nge-
l essness of Gen e r a l Ripley. As 1861 pa ssed into 18o2, a nd 
1862 gave way to 1863, Li ncoln lost his na~ve t~ in affairs 
of or dnance. The wilder schemes among those he noticed fell 
generally in the f irst year of his administration. On '·~ the 
oth er h and, Lincoln also lost some of the bra sh ove r confid-
en ce which in 1861 had l ed him to buy the Woodruff guns ani 
the Ellwwo r th guns without adequate tria ls. Such new weapons 
as he or dered on r are oc casions after 1861 were first g iven 
exhaustive tests and long considera tion. 
The sto ry of Lin coln and ordnance is also significant 
a s showing t he wide ran g e of his concern for the details of 
t he war. Lincoln fUlly a ppreciated t h e wei ght of weapo n s 
in th e scales of war. His "champagne experiments" were 
1Lincoln, Works, V, 537. 
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more than holidays, his pet inventions more than toys. He 
saw the relevance of rifled cannon and chlorate-based gun-
powder to a possible war with England. It was anxiety for 
Hooker's army that led Lincoln to grasp at a straw in the 
case of Capen, the self-anointed weather prophet. And the 
a pproach of victory had b earing on the decline of Lincoln 's 
interest in new weapons. Lincoln's activity in ordnance 
matters was a distinct phase of his role as Commander-in-
Chief. 
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ABSTRACT 
Abraham Lincoln made ordnance one ot his special con-
cerns during the first two and a half years of his admin-
istration, both from personal inclination and to balance 
the conservatism of his Chief of Ordnance, Brigadier Gen-
eral James w. Ripley. 
General Ripley was a stern old soldier of nearly fitty 
years' service, whose instincts and expe~•ence confirmed 
him in opposition to all new weapons. There was some reason 
for such opposition: his department was short of the train-
ed officers needed to test new~'1. devices; changes in design 
would have delayed production; and diversity in weapons 
meant confusion in ammunition. But Ripley went beyond rea-
son in his reverence for the status gu~, and this at a t~e 
when major improvements were taking place in nearly all 
types of weapons. 
After being rebuffed by Ripley, inventors could try 
the more receptive Navy Ordnance Bureau; they could ~ppeal 
to gadget~inded generals, especially Benjamin Butler; 
they could invoke political influence; or they could turn 
to President Lincoln. From ten to fifteen per cent of them 
followed the latter course at one time or another. Mail 
came to Lincoln nearly every day from inventors, and many 
called in person, bringing their wonders with th~. Lincoln 
found relaxation and amusement in the intricacies of new 
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weapons and ' the eccentricities of their creators. 
The President's chief technical adviser was Captain 
John A. Dahlgren, the Navy• s leading ordnance expert. Lin-
coln also enjoyed the company ~f Dahlgren's colleague, the 
witty and convivial Lieutenant Henry A. Wise. Among Army 
ordnc ce officers, Lincoln for.med no close friendships, 
though he liked the amiable commander o:t the Washington 
Arsenal, Major George D. Ramsay. Lincoln's old friend, 
Senator Orville H. Browning of Illinois, sometimes brought 
inventors before the President; and a Newark lawyer named 
Oliver s. Halsted, Jr., known around the White House as 
11 Pet 11 Halsted, wielded much influence in their behalf'. 
In 1861, Lincoln gave several direct orders far new 
weapons, mostly field artillery, machine guns, and small 
arms. After that year, such Presidential orders were rare 
and given only after long deliberation and thorough trials; 
evan then Lincoln was careful merely to "advise" payment, 
though his advice was always heeded. Until the end of 1863, 
however, he continued with unabated frequency to order or 
recommend weapons trials, which he liked to attend person-
ally. Ordnance functionaries regarded the President's 
trials with annoyance and some contempt, calling them u cham-
pagne experiments." Lincoln, in his turn, sometimes lost 
patience with the pedantry of official reports. 
Several t~es during the a~s crisis of 1861, Lincoln 
took a hand in the procurement and distribution of ar.ms. 
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He sent an agent to Europe to buy foreign ar.ms as a stopgap 
and to keep them from Confederates. In the Dingee case, 
Lincoln overruled captious objections in order to secure-
the mdimum nmnber of arms. He also sent arms to Kentucky_ 
Tennessee, and West Virginia, regions he deemed of politi-
cal, as well as military ~portance. 
In January, 1862, when Lin oo ln' s impa. t i ence with pro-
fessional military men was acute, he blamed General Ripley 
for failure to provide martars and mortar-beds for Foote's 
flotilla in the coming Tennessee River canpaign. Lincoln 
assumed Ripley's functions in the "mortar business" and 
meanwhile looked ~bout for a new Chief of Ordnance. Fail-
ing to find a suitable and willing successor to Ripley, 
Lincoln let the old Chief of Ordnance remain, but close 
supervision of ordnance matters was thereafter entrusted 
to Assistant Secretary of War Petsr H. Watson, whom Lincoln 
had known before the war and in whose ability he had con-
fidence. 
Lincoln's interest in new weapons included small ar.ms-
machine guns, li~t and heavy artillery, rockets, project-
iles, explosives, incendiary weapons, and mines. All his 
enthusiasms were stubbornl~ opposed by General Ripley. 
Many of the schemes proposed were patent nonsense, 
especially in 1861, when bifurcated cannon- steam centrifugal 
guns, and body armor were favorites. Some self-styled in-
ventors were sligntly unbalanced, others quite mad. Lin-
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coln handled them a4roitly, but his accessibility to 
armed men of unstable temperament was a grave risk. There 
was danger also in some of the trials Lincoln attended. 
On November 15, 1862, for example, his life was endangered 
when a war rocket exploded in its stand. 
Lincoln ordered the first modern machine @Pns ever 
used in battle - the so-called "Coffee Mill Guns" - and 
he twice urged the use of another type, the "Rafael Repeater.h 
But General Ripley steadily resisted the introduction of 
machine gune into the service, even resorting to questiion-
able methods in his opposition. 
Lincoln was interested in several types of breech-load-
ing field artillery, and in 1862 was ready to order one 
type into large scale use, contingent only on the request 
of General Pope. In this las~anoe Ripley was right in his 
opposition, and Lincoln was ahead of his time. 
Lincoln enjoyed attending trials of heavy artillery. 
He was an early supporter of rifled cannon and once toured 
the foundry where Parrott rifled guns were made. Lincoln 
gave his most expensive order for a new weapon in the case 
of Horatio Ames's heavy wrought iron cannon • 
.Anxious to obt.ain an explosive which did not depend upon 
foreign sources of nitre, Lincoln backed his friend Captain 
Isaac Diller in a "secret" pr~ject tor the development of 
a new chlorate-based gunpowder. The Diller ep~sode had 
some curious parallels in the Manhattan Project of World 
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War Two. 
The most important disagreement between Lincoln and 
Ripley was over breech-loading rifles, which Ripley bitterly 
opposed. If Union authorities had begun conversion to 
breech-loaders at the start of the war, victory might 
have come from ten to eighteen months sooner. But the 
risk involved in a wartime conversion makes it impossible 
to condemn Ripley's stand categorically. Lincoln's order 
for 25,000 breech-loading rifles from Samuel w. Marsh in 
1861 was the largest such order ever given by Union author-
ities. Marsh failed to deliver the breech-loaders, for 
reasons not related to the nature of the weapons. Never-
theless, Lincoln had Colonel Hiram Berdan's sharpshooter 
corps armed with breech-loaders, and he followed the corps's 
highly successful combat career. Lincoln kept up w1 th im-
provements in breech-loaders and liked to try th~ out per-
sonally in a waste lot south of the White House. The Spencer 
repeater was one of his favorites. 
Several events in the summer of 1863 combined to dim-
inish Lincoln's ordnance activities. In June, Dahlgren 
left for active duty off lharleston, and no one took his 
place with the President. In July, Lee's repulse at Gettys-
burg brought the Confederacy to the beginning of its end; 
thereafter, the chances grew rapidly less that any new wea-
pon could be adopted in time to influence the duration of 
the war. And in September, Lincoln, Stanton, and General 
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Halleck jointly decided to remove General Ripley as Chief 
of Ordnance. Against Stanton's wishes, Lincoln chose the 
amiable, though occasionally fumbling Colonel Rmnsay as 
Ripley's successor; but it was understood that affairs were 
to be run by Ramsay's energetic assistant, Captain George 
T. Balch. 
The story of Lincoln and the tools of war is significant 
even though General Ripley's conservatism and other circum-
stances rendered Lincoln'• efforts largely fruitless. Not 
only does a study of Ripley's struggle with the President 
bring to light a previously neglected factor in the Civil 
War, but it also gives further insight into Lincoln's char-
acter and methods. The story of Lincoln and ordnance is 
also significant as showing the wide range of his concern for 
the details of the war. Lincoln fully appreciated the weight 
of weapons in the scales of war. His "champagne experiments" 
were more than holidays, his pet inventions more than toys. 
He saw the relevance of rifled cannon and chlorate-based gun-
powder to a possible war with England; and it was anxiety for 
Hooker's ar.my that led Lincoln to grasp at a straw in the case 
of the self-anointed weather p:ro·phet Francis L. Capen. Lin-
coln's interest in the tools of war was a distinct phase of 
his role as Commander-in~Chief. 
